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[We cannot] reasonably expect politically appointed department 
heads, under present conditions in political life, to be in position to 
know and apply those nice details of business management which 
mark the difference between efficiency and economy on the one 
hand and inefficiency and waste on the other. Some political execu- 
tives are frankly opposed to economy and believe in lavish expendi- 
tures; some are not informed about their own departments or feel the 
task of promoting efficiency hopeless. :.. [T]he business management 
of government … should be dealt with scientifically by a single 
authority. 


Robert Catherwood, president, 
Chicago Civil Service Reform Association, 1910 
What firm in Chicago would know about the working out of the 


Civil Service system of Canada? 


A member of Parliament, 1919 


The “Vicious System” and 
How We Got It 


In 1918-19 the Canadian government adopted two laws that radi- 
cally changed the character of the federal public service.’ The laws 
had been adopted to satisfy Prime Minister Robert Borden's prom- 
ise to abolish patronage appointments in the whole of the public 
service. The reforms gave the Civil Service Commission the power 
to establish organizational plans for other government depart- 
ments; to classify positions and set salaries; to control appoint- 
ments, promotions, transfers and dismissals; and to conduct 
investigations into the efficiency with which government business 
was being conducted. 

This early attempt at “reinventing government” seemed, at first, 
to be an unalloyed success. An expert at Washington’s Brookings 
Institution who had participated in the design of the reforms 
boasted that it was the largest single effort at reform ever under- 
taken by any government in the English-speaking world. Reform- 
ers across the U.S., including the leadership of the U.S. National 
Civil Service Reform League, heralded the project as a demonstra- 
tion of state-of-the-art progressive government. It quickly led to 
the undertaking of similar reform projects by the cities of Baltimore 
and Philadelphia, the states of Georgia, Kentucky, Maryland and 
South Carolina, and the U.S. government itself. The young man 
from Chicago who had led the project, Edwin O. Griffenhagen, 
would later become established as one of the United States’ most 
highly regarded consultants in the field of public administration. 
His staff comprised many others who would go on to become lead- 
ers in the field, including one key assistant who would shortly be 
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appointed secretary of the Civil Service Commission of the State of 
New Jersey. 

Within the federal government, reaction to the new legislation 
was more tepid: senior officials soon complained that the laws had 
created an intolerable administrative burden. “I regard the whole 
system upon which the Commission rests as fundamentally 


wrong,” said Sir Joseph Pope, the under-secretary of state for 


External Affairs, “The present inflexible, rigid, mechanical, iron- 
bound system destroys initiative, kills individual effort, [and] is 
subversive of discipline. ... The classification [is] à positive hin- 
drance to effective administration.” Adam Shortt, a recently 
retired member of the Civil Service Commission and also a highly 
regarded proponent of reform, wrote that the public service had 
been put under “a vicious system, detrimental alike to efficiency 
and merit. The C.S. Commission itself has become a glaring exam- 
ple of a very complex and cumbersome machine frightfully expen- 
sive to maintain, creaking with weight and friction, and absorbing 
much. of its energy in its own operation while making endless 
unnecessary work for the various Departments.”* 

While there have been significant changes to the structure of the 
public service over the decades, the broad design of the regulatory 
regime established by the 1918-19 laws persisted and so too did 
complaints about the burden this regime has imposed on line man- 
agers.* In 1930, the Royal Commission on Technical and Profes- 
sional. Services (Beatty Commission) concluded that the 
classification system was “unnecessarily cumbrous,” and that the 
rules governing promotion within the service were “mechanical 
and liféless ... [and] needlessly complex.”° The 1946 Royal Com- 
mission. on Administrative Classifications in the Public Service 
(Gordon.Commission) concurred: 


Certain of the fundamental difficulties and weaknesses of the civil ser- 
vice today are due to the persistent attempt to work within the con- 
fines of. this rigid and complex system of classification. ... [It] has 
hindered the adequate development and utilization of high grade per- 
sonnel. It das rendered difficult the transfer of individuals not only 
between:departments but within departments. ... It has slowed down 
and-rendered cumbersome the machinery of promotion. ... [T]he com- 
plexity of the system entails a large amount of detailed administrative 
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and Paper work and consequently delay, with the result that impor- 
tant positions not infrequently remain vacant for prolonged periods.® 


The 1961 Royal Commission on Governmen izati 
(Glassco Commission) observed that “the general Le 
remains substantially undiminished” and that, while it might 
ensure the “avoidance of sin,” it was also “costly, frustrati : 
unproductive.”” The 1979 Royal C issi Tem o 
peacoat at 7 Noyal Commission on Financial Man- 
ee a an ccountability (Lambert Commission) also urged 
: deputy heads of departments be given “greater freedo d 
flexibility to manage” their human resources.° oe 
À In 1990, the report of the Public Service 2000 project again called 
or more extensive delegation of those responsibilities to line man- 
agers; the Project's task force on staffing complained that the 


#1, 


philosophy that relies on rules rather than ; 

; an judgement.”” 
ernment introduced a bill, the proposed Public Service Reform Act 
a June 1991, to loosen central controls over line managers.!° Yorn 

wards, a public servant who played a key role in d l 


us to this day. Back then, the experts of Arthur Young and Compan 

ae firm that employed Edwin Griffenhagen] came to Canada jae 

: e United States to help set up a professional public service. The 
eld to the firm conviction that for any organization with a iven 


mission there was a best structure, that every job should be carefully 


defined, and that for every job there was a best person to be found 


and people should remain in those į 
ee jobs as long as th anted an 
could maintain a level of competence. : T Mane ene 


It was a mechanistic view of the world of work, of clear-cut and pre- 
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cise specialization of labour, one that assumed considerable organi- 
zational stability ~ so much stability that each step in the process of 
classifying and filling jobs should be done thoroughly even if it took 
many months, because each appointment was expected to last for 
years and years. This resulted in heavy, time-consuming processes 
and not a great deal of concern for human resource management. 
Employees were, in essence, seen as cogs in a large machine. 


Much of the last 30 years has been, in my view, a battleground 
between this rigid vision and the realities of the changing environ- 
ment we face. Today it is difficult to underestimate the ferment and 
turmoil occurring in most large organizations; skills becoming obso- 
lete, jobs disappearing, the jobs that remain undergoing radical 
change in content, new approaches to management, quite extraordi- 
nary technological impacts, movement toward multi-skilling, with 
increasing disappearance of barriers to the employment of women 
and other groups and growing interdependence among functions 
such as personnel, finance, EDP, communications, and so forth. 


In the light of these trends, most people agree that the old vision is 
now largely unworkable for any organization. The evidence with 
respect to the public service is there for all to see. There is an elabo- 
rate classification system with benchmarks we cannot keep current 
because of changing technology. In a public service of a little over 
200,000 people, there are 100,000 to 150,000 classification actions a 
year. There is a staffing regime strained to impossible limits, where it 
takes 90 days or more to conduct a routine competition. ... There are 
mechanistic systems that prevent good people management, under- 
mine planning and efforts to assist employees — both high and low 
performers — to develop their potential or to accommodate their per- 
sonal circumstances." 


Given the persistence and importance of the complaints made 
against the system adopted in 1918-19, one might reasonably ask: 
why was it adopted in the first place? One common approach to 
this question begins with the assumption that there are, as the 
Lambert Commission suggested, “sound historical reasons” for the 
design of the system.’” Thus if the system is found to be highly 
restrictive, it must be, as Taylor Cole once said, that such restric- 
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tions were necessary as “a check against the spoilsmen.” Th 
administrative burden created by the system, the Glassco Com is 
Sion suggested, “went unnoticed ~ or at least, unlamented TR, : 
| model implicit in this approach is one of government as : 
ae sé oo T weighing the benefits and costs of 
; esigning the civil service regime i 
is penta purely domestic social forces. As the Public 
Project recently said: “The Public Service is .. 


uniquely Canadian. It i 
ee has evolved to reflect our society and cul- 


aa gre ~ is widespread. It was certainly the view taken 
Le ies ee argued in 1991 that controls were still 
dec miro! not only political patronage but also “b - 
ae ne Within the service. “We Mian the ee 
ubic service,” said Margaret Catterall one i 
lc ice,” s ; of the Lib 
Opposition’s main critics of the bill, “For probably its first fifty-five 


years, it was not a happy history in te ini 
heat as y y rms of patronage, administra- 


aa 1919 it has been the proud claim of Canadians that we have a 
ublic Service where you get a job because you are the best qualified 
person for that job. This is the merit principle. The Civil Service Com- 


A a the merit principle, a bill that now says being the best quali- 
id does not count anymore. Your boss, your foreman your 
manager, your deputy minister will be able to decide on his or her 


Marvin Gandall, a representative of the Economists’, Sociologists’ 


and Statisticians’ Association, fr ; 
, fra EA 
much the same way: med the history of the service in 
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Right back to the time of the First World War, Parliament intervened 
to ensure administrative and political patronage would be curbed in 
the Public Service. They set up the Public Service Commission at that 
time. … What the senior bureaucracy is doing through this bill in 
effect is attempting to carve out a much greater degree of autonomy 
for itself. It’s doing this in two ways. First, it is saying that it does not 
have to be bound by the merit principle, which was introduced by 
Parliament back in 1918 or 1919. Secondly, it is seriously weakening ` 
Parliaments chosen instrument, the Public Service Commission, as a 
regulatory body to ensure the senior bureaucracy respects the merit 


principle.” 


Several other Opposition MPs also emphasized the A 2 
the controls imposed by the 1918-19 reforms as a chec pacar 
patronage and particularly against bureaucratic patronage, a Pe i 
lem that one member of Parliament argued was “even more H i- 
ous” than political patronage, 8 and which several argue i 
“rampant” before 1919." Another MP asserted that the Civil Ser- 
vice Commission “was established in 1919 z to prevent manage- 
ensure fair treatment to employees. 
re least two significant errors in the comments made 
by critics of Bill C-26. The first lay in the often-repeated ae 
that there was no significant effort at civil service reform in the fed- 
eral service before 1919, that there was no Civil Service pare 
sion before 1919 or that there was no Civil Service Act before 
19192! The second lay in the assertion that the reforms had been 
motivated in large part by “rampant” bureaucratic eee 
These assertions are essential to the conventional narrative a ae 
the 1918-19 reforms: they help us make sense of the eus 
reforms by suggesting that they were necessary as remedies to the 
anarchy that prevailed in the federal service before 1919. | : 
The difficulty, however, is that neither of these assertions à = 
ported by the historical record. It is almost certain that wha a 
would now call “bureaucratic patronage could be found in the 
federal service in 1917, but it is not the case that this sort of patron- 
age was widely regarded as a problem or that worries about fos 
pant bureaucratic patronage motivated the 1918-19 aslo ‘ 
reforms were almost entirely an attempt to remedy the problem o 
political patronage, which was widely regarded as a moral outrage 
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threatening to undermine the Liberal-Conservative coalition, 
which had won the election of December 1917. Far from being dis- 
trusted, many permanent officials in the federal service were 
acknowledged as supporters of civil service reform. In fact, it had 
been deputy minister of finance John Courtney who had pushed 
the Laurier government to adopt the first rigorous Civil Service 
Act in 1908. The 1908 act established the Civil Service Commission 
and set up a system for regulating the “inside service” — the 
roughly three thousand employees working in Ottawa — which 
depended heavily on the cooperation of the deputy ministers. 
Several reliable observers, including the civil service commis- 
sioners, believed that this decentralized approach was effective in 
promoting the merit principle in the inside service. 

Another common mistake in the conventional understanding of 

the 1918-19 reforms was the assumption that the administrative 
burdens imposed by the reforms were accepted at the time as the 
price that had to be paid for the introduction of the merit principle. 
This, as I have intimated earlier and hope to demonstrate in more 
detail later, was very clearly not the case. The 1918-19 reforms 
prompted an intense struggle in Ottawa that lasted for five years. 
Outside observers saw the public side of this fight, which consisted 
of attempts by some disgruntled backbench members of Parlia- 
ment to restore patronage within the federal service. But perhaps 
the most interesting part of the fight was largely private: the strug- 
gle of deputies to persuade the commission that administrative 
costs, which it had imposed on them, were unnecessarily high. It 
may be, of course, that the deputies’ complaints were only ratio- 
nalizations for their attempts to restore patronage: in fact, some of 
the Civil Service Commission’s staff argued as much. But this 
requires us to believe that deputies who had been regarded as 
trustworthy in 1917 had suddenly been corrupted by 1920. It also 
requires us to discount the testimony of a recently retired commis- 
sioner, Adam Shortt, who was widely regarded as a vigorous pro- 
ponent of the merit principle and who thought that the deputies’ 
complaints were entirely well-grounded. 

All of this is to suggest that conventional accounts of the 1918-19 
reforms, which assume that there are “sound historical reasons” 
for the shape of the reforms and the burdens they imposed on line 
officials, are generally mistaken. Anarchy did not prevail in the 
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federal service and in the inside service, in particular, before 1918. 
Significant progress towards the establishment of the merit princi- 
ple had been made, many deputies had cooperated in the imple- 
mentation of a decentralized merit system, and many of these 
same deputies had vigorously objected to the much more highly 
centralized merit system in 1918-19. The shape of the 1918-19 
reforms cannot be properly understood solely as a product of the 


political and administrative conditions that existed in Ottawa at . 


the time of the reforms. 

Contemporary interpretations of the reform effort — those which 
fall in the “sound historical reasons” school — differ significantly 
from those made by academic observers at the time of the reforms. 
These earlier commentators were much less inclined to suppose 
that there were good reasons for the adoption of the new system. 
The picture these early commentators paint, instead, is one in 
which the constituents of the Canadian political community argue 
fiercely about the wisdom of the proposed reforms, in which possi- 
bilities for less restrictive but equally effective merit reforms are 
overlooked, and in which a tired and distracted political executive 
is finally gulled by American consultants of doubtful competence. 

In fact, the role of these consultants — a staff of twenty-seven men 
employed by Arthur Young and Company of Chicago and led by 
Edwin O. Griffenhagen — is given great emphasis in early accounts 
of the attempt at civil service reform. In 1923, Adam Shortt wrote a 
confidential letter to his friend and fellow reformer William Grant, 
principal of Upper Canada College, who was then attempting to 
establish an organization like the US. National Civil Service 
Reform League and who was looking for speakers on public ser- 
vice reform: 


You may understand ... how difficult it would be for either ALK. 
Maclean or Sir George Foster, or even Mr. Rowell [all ministers who 
had guided the reforms through Parliament] to speak freely or ser- 
viceably on the subject of C.S. Reform when they were the innocent 
but misguided victims of the American Experts who so completely 
gained the ears of the ministers and virtually usurped for a time the 
functions of the Civil Service Commission and particularly of Dr. 
Roche [one of the commissioners]; for whom I have the greatest per- 
sonal respect, and, I must add, commiseration. ... There are some 
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good Americans such as Ex President Eliot of Harvard, who have not 
been deceived by the clotted verbiage in which dis-organization is 


named re-organization and petrified anarchy called classification. Now, 
however, all Americans are suspect.” | 


William Grant later picked up this theme hi | 
1918-23 reforms as mD e Dene cere pene ti 


a very difficult job, requiring a mixture of expertise and common 
sense. Unfortunately, Sir Robert Borden, overworked and wear 
turned the matter over to the Commission. Still more Ge 
the Commission ... selected an American firm of supposed experts 
Had we had a Standing Committee of the House, to which theix 
report could have been referred, the harm might have been undone 
But we had no such Standing Committee. The report was indeed dis- 
cussed in the House of Commons; but the voice of wisdom was lost 


in clamour about individual cases. Th inci 
i . The root principles of administra- 
tion were lost sight of.” Cae D 


Robert Macgregor Dawson, the author of the first general work on 


the Canadian civil service, ad 
# (e) ted th 4 . 
events: P e same interpretation of 


In a very weak moment a company of American experts was 
imported to conduct the work, the government apparently havin 
some inside information on civil service efficiency in the United 
States which has not yet been disclosed to a somewhat skeptical 
world. The experts arrived, laboured for months ... and then une 
to Chicago, leaving behind them proposals which completely trans- 
formed ane general scheme of civil service organization as it existed 
at that time. These proposals were accepted in due course by a credu- 
lous Parliament with scarcely a word of protest and with no realiza- 
tion of the revolutionary changes which the Act involved.” 


Many participants in the debate over the 1918-19 reforms shared 
this scepticism about the so-called “experts”: I will later show that 
challenges to the authority of Griffenhagen and his staff, and to a 
lesser degree to the authority of staff within the Civil Service Com- 
mission, were a major theme in arguments about the reforms. One 
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civil service leader even called Griffenhagen an “imposter and 
charlatan … with [a name] reminiscent of his Majesty's late 
enemies.””° 

A second approach to explaining the 1918-19 reforms consists, 
therefore, of an exercise in demonology in which fault for the costs 
imposed upon the Canadian public service in those years is laid on 
the shoulders of Edwin O. Griffenhagen. This approach comes a 
little nearer to the truth of what happened in 1918-19 but still has a. 
substantial defect. The error is to focus on Edwin Griffenhagen 
alone, or on Edwin Griffenhagen and his staff, and to miss the 
much broader story about the character of the U.S. civil service 
reform movement in the early years of this century. — 

Griffenhagen was one member of a very young “expert commu- 
nity,” a group of like-minded individuals who were not only inter- 


ested in civil service reform but who purported to be experts on 


the subject. These individuals - some community leaders and 
some members of the staff of the many American civil service com- 
missions — communicated regularly with one another through 
organizations such as the U.S. National Civil Service Reform 
League, the U.S. National Municipal League and particularly the 
US. National Assembly of Civil Service Commissions, which had 
been established in 1906. They were almost exclusively American 
and predominantly engaged in municipal reform, and their under- 
standing of the character of the reform problem was heavily influ- 
enced by their view of the political and administrative conditions 
confronting American cities at the turn of the century. The world- 
view of this expert community was particularly influenced by the 
experience of reformers from Chicago, whose city government was 
chaotic and systematically corrupt. 

This community had put forward a claim to authority on the 
subject of civil service reform, but that is not to say that this claim 
was readily accepted by other participants in debates over the 
reform of state and local governments. On the contrary, the mem- 
bers of this community often found, as Griffenhagen found in 
Ottawa, that their claim to expertise was regarded dimly, and that, 
as a consequence, the prospects for the adoption of their proposed 
reforms were also dim. As a consequence, these reformers had, by 
1917, developed standardized ways of arguing about their right to 
speak authoritatively on the subject of reform. Later I will charac- 
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terize the bundle of arguments that were typically used for this 
purpose as a rhetorical strategy. One argument in this strategy was 
that civil service reform — or public personnel administration, as 
the field would shortly come to be known — was a “science” that 
could only be properly discussed by trained technicians. A second 
argument consisted of an attack on the motives of individuals who 
challenged the authority of the experts. A third argument consisted 
of a demonstration that the members of the expert community had 
reached agreement that certain reforms should be regarded as 
“best practice.” 

Griffenhagen imported this rhetorical strategy into Canada and 
relied on it heavily in the debate over reform in the years 1918-23. 
The staff of the newly expanded Canadian Civil Service Commis- 
sion — who had also become members of the community of experts 
on civil service reform ~ also relied on the same modes of argu- 
ment. Much of the experts’ unfortunate behaviour in these years, 
including, their dogmatism and unwillingness to accommodate 


criticisms of their reforms, can be described as effects of this rhetor- 


ical strategy. The experts in Ottawa clung to this strategy as the 
only means of substantiating their authority as experts on civil ser- 
vice reform; more broadly, however, they clung to it because it was 
the means chosen by the expert community as a whole to be used 
to defend themselves in dozens of arguments about civil service 
reform in states and municipalities across the United States. 

Readers will find that to a large degree the story of the Canadian 
reforms is not a story about Canada at all. It is, instead, largely a 
story about the problems of the U.S. civil service reform move- 
ment, which paradoxically came to regard the Canadian reforms as 
a model of the kind of reforms it hoped would be adopted by U.S. 
governments as the remedy for their particular political and 
administrative problems. This is a fact that has never been recog- 
nized in Canadian commentaries on the 1918-19 reforms. 

As the debate over Bill C-26 suggested, our judgments about 
contemporary reforms are still coloured by our understanding of 
what happened in 1918-19, and for this reason alone it is important 
to get our history of those reforms right. There is, however, also a 
larger purpose to be served by this study. It began as part of a doc- 
toral thesis that was intended to shed light on the relationship 
between people who claim to be experts in the subject of manage- 
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ment and the people who look to these experts for advice. The the- 
sis had two objectives: first, to understand why experts sometimes 
provide bad advice to their clients; and second, to understand how 
certain ideas come to be established as “conventional wisdom” 
Within expert communities. 

My answers to these questions are laid out in detail in the thesis 
itself, $ but readers may be interested in a brief summary of the 
main line of argument. I begin with the proposition that the right 
of expert communities to wield authority over problems in a cer- 
tain domain is constantly under attack, and that one of the major 
tasks that must be undertaken by any expert community is the rhe- 
torical task of inventing and disseminating arguments that show 
why the community’s claim to authority is a reasonable one. The 
thesis examines the rhetorical strategies — the bundle of arguments 
and routines — that have historically been used by expert commu- 
nities to substantiate their claim to authority over problems in the 
field of management. The first part, which provides the material 
for this study, examines the rhetorical problems of the civil service 
reform movement between 1907 and 1922; the second examines 
those of the public administration community between 1927 and 
1937, focusing particularly on the work of the Brownlow Commit- 
tee in 1936-37”; and the third examines those of the contemporary 
public management community. À I argue that the rhetorical strate- 
gies employed by these expert communities imposed significant 
constraints on the behaviour of individuals within them, some- 
times causing them to provide bad advice to clients outside the 
expert community. I briefly explore some of the practical implica- 
tions of this line of analysis in the final chapter of this monograph. 

A major task for any expert community consists in deciding 
what counts as reliable knowledge in a certain field. In other 
words, expert communities are engaged in the epistemological 
project of deciding what we know about certain problems and 
what we ought to do about them. There is a widespread popular 
notion that this project is one that is undertaken far away from the 
bustle of daily life in an “objective” or “independent” way. I argue 
that this is very often anything but the case. The epistemological 
project (“What do we know about subject X? What should we 
advise about problem Y?”) is invariably tied up with the project of 
crafting an effective rhetorical strategy (“How do we get people to 
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trust us?”). The evolution of ideas in a certain field is conditioned 
by the broader struggle of the expert community to substantiate its 
claim to authority in terms that are persuasive to other important 
social actors. The story of the 1918-19 reforms will, incidentally, 
provide an illustration of this general point. 

This study is part of a growing literature that takes a rhetorical 
approach to problems of management and bureaucratic reform.” 
By this, I mean that it pays particular attention to the kinds of argu- 
ments used by different actors within public organizations, 
attempts to understand why some arguments are preferred over 
others and assesses the consequences of relying on one argument 
over another. This literature has evolved in reaction to earlier 
works that have tended, sometimes unconsciously, to frame the 
internal life of organizations as though they were games or pro- 
cesses of “power politics” very narrowly defined. More recently, 
scholars have recognized that the internal life of organizations is 
richer than the game-based approach would suggest. While indi- 
viduals within organizations certainly do rely on the crude exercise 
of power, they also appeal to each other through arguments, and 


‘they have clear ideas about what a reasonable argument entails. 


The rhetorical approach studies these appeals and attempts, 
among other things, to understand why we argue the way we do. 
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Burglar-Proofing the Chicago 
| Civil Service 


The system adopted in Canada in 1918-19 was known among 
American civil service reformers as the “Chicago Idea” or the “Chi- 
cago Plan.” It was developed by Chicagoan reformers between 
1907 and 1915, and its design can be best understood as a response 
to the social and political conditions that confronted those reform- 
ers at that time. If there are “sound historical reasons” for the shape 
of the reforms adopted in Canada in 1918-19, they must be found 
in Chicago. — - 

At the turn of the century, the city of Chicago was struggling to 
manage a phenomenal rate of growth. The population of Chicago 
tripled to 1.5 million people in the twenty years before 1900, and 
immigration to the city had not yet abated. Living conditions in 
some parts of the city were appalling. Housing was crowded and 
ramshackle; services such as sanitation, police and fire protection, 
education and street maintenance were completely inadequate. 
Furthermore, local government seemed incapable of responding 
effectively to these problems. 

Local government in Chicago was confronted with two great chal- 
lenges at the turn of the century. The first was a fragmentation of 
authority between a myriad of governments and special-purpose 
agencies. “The formal government [of Chicago] is chaos,” the polit- 
ical scientist (and one-time alderman) Charles Merriam argued.%° 
Legislative authority was divided between the Illinois state legisla- 
ture, the city government, the Cook County Board of Commission- 
ers, three park districts, several neighbouring townships and a 
number of independent boards. Within the city government, power 
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was highly diffused. Chicago had a governing structure typical of 
many nineteenth-century American municipalities, with a weak 
mayor and a strong council. Party unity among the sixty-eight 
aldermen was marginal. There was no rationalized system of bud- 
get-making, and aldermen even set the salaries for individual 
employees. Budget-making was a free-for-all: aldermen on the 
city’s finance committee “sat around the table for weeks, and some- 
times months, taking up each position [in the service] separately, 
and deciding, often on personal grounds, what salary to recom- 
mend. Outside, the corridors would be full of employees and their 
friends to urge their claims upon members of the committee.”*! 

The “chaos” of local government was aggravated by widespread 
corruption. The city council itself “was the heart of corruption. ”*? In 
the 1890s it had become notorious for the practice of taking bribes in 
exchange for legislation. (“If you want to get anything out of the 
council,” one businessman said, “the quickest way is to pay for 
it”) The most corrupt of these aldermen — known as the “grey 
wolves” — still held considerable power a decade later. Furthermore, 
the corruption had seeped into the administrative apparatus of the 
city as well. Many city departments, including the police force, were 
rife with graft-taking and had close links with organized crime. In 
1911, several treasurers of local governments within Cook County 
were under charges for illegal appropriation of funds.** 

By the turn of the century, many businessmen and professionals 
in the Chicago area, frustrated by the city’s inability to provide ser- 
vices and offended by pervasive corruption, had begun to cam- 
paign actively for reform of the city government. They worked 
through a network of clubs and associations, such as the City Club, 
the Civic Federation, the Union League Club, the Citizens’ Associ- 


‘ation, the Municipal Voters’ League, the Civil Service Reform 


Association and others. There were, of course, similar efforts at 
mobilization in other major cities, and we have come, in retrospect, 
to refer to this broad mobilization as the Progressive movement.” 
Richard Hofstadter has argued that the political strategy pur- 
sued by Progressive reformers had two distinctive characteristics. 
The first was a heavy emphasis on the investigation and revelation 
of corruption within public institutions. In this regard, reformers 
were influenced by “muckraking” journalists, such as Ida May 
Tarbell and Lincoln Steffens, and realist novelists, such as Upton 
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Sinclair whose book The Jungle, a loose fictional account of work in 
Chicago’s meat-packing plants, was published in 1906. Hofstadter 
argues: “The Progressive mind was characteristically a journalistic 
mind. ... The muckraker was a central figure. Before there could be 
action, there must be information and exhortation. Grievances had 
to be given specific objects, and these the muckraker supplied.” 
This faith in the “tonic effect” of publicity was combined with a 
belief that reform was primarily a problem of making and énforc- 
ing legislation; corruption was conceived as a matter of “lawless- 
ness” to be remedied by the imposition of stronger laws.” 

The reform movement in Chicago shared both of these character- 
istics. Between 1900 and 1910, the clubs and associations that 
anchored the movement sponsored a series of inquiries into the 
city’s social and political problems. The Civic Federation investi- 
gated meat and milk inspection within city limits and reported on 
the “scandalous” condition of the judicial system, the City Club 
sponsored an investigation of corruption in the police department 
and a study of the misuse of municipal revenues,” the Citizens’ 
Association revealed violations of city election laws,*° the Chicago 
Women's Club completed an exposé of working conditions for 
women," and the Municipal Voters’ League conducted a continu- 
ing inquiry into corrupt practices by the streetcar monopolies. 

Allied to this investigatory work were a series. of unsuccessful 
campaigns for more powerful anti-corruption laws. The Chicago 
Civil Service Reform Association succeeded in persuading the city 
to adopt a civil service law in 1895, but this had been undermined 
by the mayor’s unwillingness to enforce the law.** The Civic Feder- 
ation moved on to a campaign for primary law reform intended to 
wrest party nominations away from the control of machine politi- 
cians, which was also unsuccessful. Campaigns for adoption of a 
“corrupt practices act” and for laws to break up the streetcar 
monopolies also failed. A five-year attempt by reformers to 
obtain a new charter to reorganize city government was defeated 
in a municipal referendum in November 1907." 


THE CIVIL SERVICE COMMISSION AS AN INSTRUMENT OF REFORM 
In 1908, the reform community, frustrated by this succession of 


failures, chanced upon another path for pursuing reform of the 
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municipal government. In the 1907 municipal election, reformers 
had succeeded in winning a significant minority of council seats. 
Furthermore, the new mayor, Fred Busse, if not himself an active 
reformer, seemed conscious of the growing political power of the 
reform element. One of his first acts had been to appoint a 
reformer, Elton Lower, to head the Civil Service Commission that 
had been established in 1895. 

Lower immediately became the subject of a determined lobby by 
Robert Catherwood, a young patent lawyer who had arrived in 
Chicago at the height of the scandals over aldermanic corruption 
and who was now president of Chicago’s Civil Service Reform 
Association.” Catherwood wanted Lower to define the responsi- 
bilities of the commission much more broadly than they had ever 
been defined before. He had developed a scheme — what he called 
an “efficiency plan” — that would not only give the commission the 
power to screen appointments to the municipal service, but also to 
monitor the performance of employees while in the service, control 
the use of personnel and study the organization of work in city 
departments.*® Lower was sympathetic to the plan and believed 
that the drafting of the 1895 act might give statutory authority to 
adopt it, but he lacked the money with which to hire Catherwood’s 
proposed staff of “efficiency examiners.” 

Charles Merriam soon provided the money that Catherwood’s 
plan required. Elected to city council in February 1909, Merriam 
immediately began attacking corruption within the Busse adminis- 
tration and lobbied for a special commission to study municipal 
expenditures.” The special commission was appointed in June 
1909 and soon began a sweeping investigation that “disclosed star- 
tling conditions of waste, extravagance, and graft in city depart- 
ments.” Catherwood suggested to Merriam that the Civil Service 
Commission could be the instrument with which the problems 
Merriam’s special commission had uncovered could be remedied. 
Merriam agreed and recommended that the city council appropri- 
ate funds for a new “efficiency division” within the Civil Service 
Commission that would “concentrate the power of the city govern- 
ment in an effort to increase the efficiency of the public service.”*! 
In January 1910, the council, embarrassed by the Merriam report, 
voted to fund the commission’s new “efficiency division.” The 
commission quickly hired a small staff for the division. 
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One of the keenest members of the new staff was a young civil 
engineer named Edwin Griffenhagen. Later in his career, Griffen- 
hagen would be recognized as one of the leading experts in public 
administration in North America.” In 1910, however, Griffenhagen 
was very much a newcomer to the field. He was twenty-four years 
old and had graduated from Chicago’s Armour Institute of Tech- 
nology scarcely four years before. He had worked briefly as a min- 
ing engineer in Alaska, as an office engineer for the Chicago- 
Minneapolis-St. Paul Railway and then briefly as an architectual 
engineer for the City of Chicago.” Griffenhagen was shortly joined 
in the efficiency division by another young engineer, Louis Jacobs; 
the two were soon adopted by Catherwood as his protegés. 

The efficiency division immediately became the main instrument 
by which the reform community sought to pursue the goals that 
had eluded them in the previous decade. Its own work was similar 
in form to that which reform clubs and associations had under- 
taken: a heavy emphasis on exposés of corruption and waste in the 
municipal service, accompanied by increasingly heavy regulation 
of officials in the line departments. 

Between 1910 and 1912, the efficiency division launched inquir- 
ies into every aspect of city administration, and “practically every 
investigation resulted in removal of inefficient or dishonest 
employees." One series of investigations found “wholesale 
fraud” in licensing and inspection services.” The commission 
reported: 


An exhaustive investigation was made of the Bureau of Food Inspec- 
tion. ... The [efficiency] [djivision studied the methods of dairy 
inspection in the country, and milk, stores, depot, meat and other 
kinds of inspection in the city. … As a result of the division’s report 
and the testimony of its members before the Commission, the head of 
the bureau resigned.°f 


Other investigations resulted in the dismissal of the superinten- 
dent of sewers and the superintendent of dumps”; afterwards the 
efficiency division designed a new and “scientific” plan for street 
cleaning and garbage collection. Another investigation exposed 
“intolerable conditions” in the building department: “fifteen 
employees were separated from the service, either through resig- 
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nation under charges or fear of charges, or by discharge after trial. 
... It is needless to say that these results ... put the fear of God into 
those left”? Yet another inquiry studied “[the] connection 
between the Police Department and the various criminal classes in 
the city of Chicago,” focusing particularly on Chicago’s First Ward, 
the home of the city’s most notorious machine aldermen.® Robert 
Catherwood described the scope of the investigation: 


[The staff of the efficiency division] devoted their attention, first, to 
gambling; secondly, to violations of the order of the general superin- 
tendent of police of April 28, 1910, concerning (1) The entering of 
‘boys of under eighteen years of age into disreputable houses; (2) the 
harboring of inmates under legal age; (3) forcible detention (white 
slave trade); (4) the presence of women in saloons; (5) indecent attire; 
(7) street walking and soliciting; (8) signs, lights, colors or devices; (9) 
obscene exhibitions; (10) houses of ill fame, outside restricted dis- 
tricts; (11) the sale of liquor in houses; (12) the sale of liquor after 1 
a.m. It also investigated the trade in cocaine, opium, and other drugs; 
closed up these places and got evidence not only against the sellers 
but certain physicians and wholesale drug houses. ... 


One hundred fifty of the highest police officials have been dis- 
charged. ... The general superintendent of the police is so discredited 
that his removal by the mayor may be safely predicted. ... The feeling 
is that the mayor is cordially behind the “shake-up,” but, if he is not, 
the commission is at present so strong, that neither the mayor nor 
any political force is strong enough to stop the investigation.” 


Spurred on by these revelations, the Civil Service Commission 
also set about eliminating, where possible, the discretion of line 
officials in personnel matters. Robert Catherwood described this 
aspect of the commission’s work as “burglar proofing,” a phrase 
which fairly represented his view of the character of most line 
managers. Edwin Griffenhagen developed an increasingly detailed 
classification system, designed to remove the possibility of favou- 
ritism or “logrolling” within the service and to “bring into the 
light” the fact that the work actually done by civil servants differed 
from the work they purported to do. The commission asserted its 
right to control not only appointments to the service, but promo- 
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tions and dismissals as well, to keep an ‘absolute check on the 
work of employees” at every stage of their career. In making pro- 
motion decisions, one reformer explained, “the Commission cer- 
tainly cannot not be biased, nor influenced by the decision of the 
head of the department. The decision of the head of the depart- 
ment may be due to ulterior motives.”© In a similar vein, Robert 
Catherwood argued that the dismissal power could not be. dele- 
gated to line authorities since it would be “frequently exercised in 
behalf of outside interests and to forward political ambitions.” To 
guide its promotion and dismissal decisions, Louis Jacobs refined a 
system for “efficiency rating” of employees — a single quantitative 
measure of the efficiency of each employee, to be administered by 
the commission itself. Elton Lower boasted, “We have eliminated 
from this record ... everything that is a matter of opinion or judge- 
ment.”© 
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The Reformers’ Struggle for 
Credibility 


Within two years, the reforms that had been designed in Chicago 
had also been adopted by other governments in Illinois. In 1910, 
Robert Catherwood had led a successful statewide referendum 
campaign on civil service reform, and in the following year, the Illi- 
nois general assembly passed laws mandating reform of the civil 
services of Cook County, the three Chicago park districts and the 
state government itself. Griffenhagen left Chicago’s efficiency 
division to become superintendent of employment of the South 
Park Civil Service Commission. Catherwood himself became a 
member of the Cook County Civil Service Commission where he 
again supervised the installation of his “efficiency system.” Shortly 
after Catherwood’s arrival, the president of the Cook County Com- 
mission observed that the statute governing their work “is one of 
the most far-reaching of all existing civil service laws. ... [I]n my 
opinion, the commission will be the dominating power in Cook 
County affairs. ... [I]t is a law that places upon us the duty of super- 
vising every job in the county, and ... the duty almost of supervis- 
ing the executive and administrative affairs of all these offices.” 
Despite these advances, the reformers’ political foundation was 
still highly unstable. Charles Merriam assessed the situation on the 
Chicago council during his tenure as alderman in the following 
way: “We calculated that one-third of the members were on the 
market; one-third were not for sale; and one-third were watching 
the press and the public, with wavering impulses.” It was not sat- 
isfactory, therefore, for reformers to occupy themselves with the 
tasks of setting up new commissions and efficiency divisions, mak- 
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ing classifications or conducting investigations; they also had to 
worry about the problem of keeping public opinion — and thus the 
wavering one-third of council — on their side. “The battle for civic 
reform,” Clifford Patton argues, ”... was a struggle for the enlist- 
ment of public opinion. ... Crusaders and pressure groups armed 
themselves with propaganda techniques — of a sort — and set out to 
arouse a dormant and irresponsible electorate.””! To engage in this 
struggle, reformers had to invent a rhetorical strategy to accompany 
their reform proposals — a combination of arguments that seemed 
likely to persuade politically important segments of the public that 
the proposals deserved support. In Chicago, this strategy relied on 
three major themes: 

1. Something old: the attack on motives. One of the main themes 
within the reformers’ strategy was a legacy from an earlier period 
of civil service reform that had flourished from the end of the Civil 
War until shortly after the passage of the federal Pendleton Act in 
1883. This theme consisted of an attack on the motives of individu- 
als who criticized reforms. Reformers were presented as defenders 
of the “public interest,” while their opponents were typically pre- 
sented as individuals who had subordinated the public good to 
some narrow private interest? One of the major purposes of 
investigations such as those undertaken by the efficiency division 
was to illustrate how politicians, department heads and their sub- 
ordinates had corrupted the system for private gain. Alternative 
and more flattering interpretations of the motives of the reformers’ 
critics were generally dismissed. The world became one divided 
into two camps: “venal crooks,” on one side, and “saintly para- 
gons,” on the other.” 

2. Something borrowed: the appeal to science. It is perhaps not sur- 
prising that reformers in Chicago also began couching their pre- 
scriptions for reform in the vocabulary of science. In 1910-11, the 
“scientific management” movement was reaching the crest of its 
popularity. Louis Brandeis’ appeal to the virtues of scientific man- 
agement during the Interstate Commerce Commission’s hearing of 
the Eastern Rate case in 1910-11 had brought nationwide attention 
to the movement, as had the congressional hearings on the intro- 
duction of scientific management to the Watertown Arsenal in 
1911-12. Thesé events were clearly in the minds of the Chicago 
reformers as they went about crafting their arguments about civil 
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service reform.” It should be noted, however, that the civil service 
reformers seem to have worked at a distance from the leading pro- 
ponents of scientific management; men such as Frederick Taylor or 
Frank Gilbreth never participated in the municipal reform move- 
ment. The reformers were merely appropriating ideas that propo- 
nents of scientific management had made familiar parts of the 
popular culture. 

The vocabulary of scientific management served important pur- 
poses for municipal reformers. First, it gave an air of practicality or 
hardheadedness to the call for reform. The earlier generation of 
reformers had often been criticized on precisely this ground. Ari - 
Hoogenboom observes that early reformers were often dismissed 
by their opponents as “’damned literary fellows’ who knew noth- 
ing of practical politics.” Clifford Patton says of the earlier reform 
movement: 


There were countless hindrances to its effectiveness. ... To the aver- 

age ear there was something distasteful about the word “reform.” It 

suggested denunciation, fault-finding, prudishness. Because many 

professional reformers were incompetent and untrained, the group 

as a whole came to be looked upon generally as cranks and theo- - 
rists.7° 


By emphasizing the rhetoric of the scientific management move- 
ment, the new generation of reformers could distinguish them- 
selves from their predecessors. (The effect was appreciated by the 
reformers themselves: “I belong to the class of dreamers,” the patri- 
cian reformer Richard Henry Dana told his younger colleagues in 
1916, “[but] you are practical men.”””) The “chaos” of municipal 
government could now be attacked not only as evidence of sinful- 
ness but also on a new, more “practical” ground: that of inefficiency. 
Furthermore, the use of the vocabulary implied that the reforms 
being put forward had already been tested, and that they would 
generate in the public sector the same benefits that “scientific man- 
agement” had already produced in the private sector. 

The appeal to science had a second advantage: it provided a 
rationale for the transfer of power away from line managers to the 
staff of the Civil Service Commission. After all, one of the major 
entailments of the claim that management was a “science” was the 
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proposition that the only persons who should be permitted to exer- 
cise managerial authority were those who had been properly 
trained in that science. The idea that “brain work” could be central- 
ized in a “specially trained planning department” was one of the 
central premises of the scientific management movement,” and 
this was carried over into the municipal reform movement as a 
natural complement to the proposition that political executives 
and line managers were too corrupt to be trusted with much dis- 
cretion. It provided a rationale for the reformers’ attempts to “con- 
centrate the power of city government” within the Civil Service 
Commission. In 1910, Robert Catherwood argued: 


[We cannot] reasonably expect politically appointed department 
heads, under present conditions in political life, to be in position to 
know and apply those nice details of business management which 
mark the difference between efficiency and economy on the one 
hand and inefficiency and waste on the other. Some political execu- 
tives are frankly opposed to economy and believe in lavish expendi- 
tures; some are not informed about their own departments or feel the 
task of promoting efficiency hopeless. ... [T]he business management 
of government, as distinguished from the politics and management 
which determines general policies, is best dealt with as a unit — a 
problem of the whole civil service — and it should be dealt with scien- 
tifically by a single authority.” 


In 1913, Catherwood again argued: 


The problem [of civil service reform] is a technical problem. The 
experts to deal with it must be educated and trained with care. ... The 
prompt removal of incompetent employees, the task of getting good 
men into the service and keeping them there, the improvement of 
administrative methods, the training of employees for the perfor- 
mance of duty, the correction of organization and defective condi- 
tions of employment, the comparison of results with outlay, the 
preparation of the budget in its employment as distinguished from 
its financial aspects, the measurement of service and the correlation 
therewith of pay, and the collection of information concerning the 
service for the use of responsible executive officers, are all technical 
problems. ... There is no more reason for calling upon the chief execu- 
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tive and his department heads to do this work for themselves than 
there is for requiring them to design battleships, stoke furnaces or 
prescribe medicines for sick paupers.$° 


Catherwood’s two protegés, Edwin Griffenhagen and Louis 
Jacobs, also subscribed to the view that civil service reform should 
be regarded as a “science,” and as time progressed their under- 
standing of the subject became thoroughly imbued with the rheto- 
ric of science. In 1924, Griffenhagen prefaced a history of the 
Chicago reforms with this observation: 


The reading of the history of a science almost invariably creates a 
feeling of wonder in the student at the difficulties that were encoun- 
tered in arriving at what seem to be the simplest and most obvious 
truths. ... A student of the problems of public personnel administra- 
tion will find this to be his experience as he examines the record of 
progress with regard to those processes most important in the mod- 
ern conception of what such administration should be.®! 


Griffenhagen described the classification system itself as the foun- 
dation for the whole field of public personnel administration, 
much as classificatory schemes served as the foundation for study 
in the “other branches of science”: 


The establishment of a common language for the interchange of 
ideas through agreement on a standard terminology has had much to 
do with the acceleration of progress in the physical sciences. An 
appropriate occupational classification provides a similar aid in the 
field of personnel administration. ... [T]he very definition of a “sci- 
ence” must include some reference to the idea of classification, and if 
there is to be any justification for using the word “scientific” in con- 
nection with any plan of personnel administration, it must be predi- 
cated upon a classification of the subject matter.#? 


It followed that there were “scientific principles” governing the 
design of the classification, as well as the “investigatorial method” 
used by the commission staff in order to collect and sort through 
the information required to make and administer the classifica- 
tion. 
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3. Something new: the appeal to consensus. The two major themes 
that dominated the rhetoric of reform in Chicago during the hey- 
day of the efficiency division — the attack on motives and the 
appeal to science - were easily available to reformers: one was a 
legacy from earlier reformers, and the other had been established 
in popular culture by proponents of scientific management. After 
1910, however, Chicago’s reformers began the more. difficult 
project of building a third theme: that the Chicago Plan had been 
endorsed by a much broader community of civil service experts. 

Although the Chicago Plan soon became well known to munici- 
pal reformers in other cities and even influenced reforms in several 
cities in the western United States,** it was hardly the only plan for 
municipal reform then in circulation. The national reform move- 
ment was then in what the reformer Albert Faught called the “lab- 
oratory stage of governmental science”: 


In the forum of public opinion today there are being discussed the 
merits and defects of many important experiments in selecting and 
removing public officials. .. The nation as a whole recognizes the 
evils and dangers which accompany the old order of government by 
political machines maintained by election frauds and chicanery and 
supported by the spoils system. As to the proper remedies, there is 
still wide divergence of opinion, and we have not yet obtained a 
final answer to Tweed’s questions as to what we are going to do 
about it.” 


Within the national reform community, the Chicago Plan competed 
with a host of others: the Dallas Idea, the Des Moines Plan, the 
Dayton Plan, the Berkeley Plan, the Wisconsin Idea, the Ashtabula 
Plan, “and so on,” the head of Chicago’s efficiency division com- 
plained, “ad infinitum.” 

For Chicago reformers, attempting to persuade their own com- 
munity of the value of the Chicago Plan, the proliferation of alter- 
native plans caused serious concern. It undermined the argument 
that there were definite principles governing reform. It also gave 
opponents of reform an opportunity to excuse their inaction: they 
could purport to be confused about the best course of reform 
rather than be implacably opposed to any reform at all. The case 
for reform would be strengthened, the Chicago reformers thought, 
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if the “chief Civil Service forces of the country” could be united in 
their endorsement of only one plan for civil service reform.” 
There were three national associations through which it was pos- 
sible for the Chicago reformers to reach the “chief Civil Service 
forces.” The first and oldest was the National Civil Service Reform 
League, founded in 1881, of which Catherwood’s Chicago Civil 
Service Reform Association was a key member. The others were 
the National Municipal League, an association of municipal 
administrators and reformers, begun in 1894, and the National 
Assembly of Civil Service Commissions, begun in 1906 by repre- 
sentatives of twenty state and local civil service commissions. Chi- 
cago reformers began lobbying these three associations to adopt a 


_ “model civil service law” as early as 1910. Catherwood, Griffen- 


hagen and Jacobs all joined in this campaign, and by 1913 the three 
associations had established a joint committee to reach “a definite 
and concrete answer to the question: ‘What are the essential princi- 
ples of a model civil service law for American states, counties, and 
cities?’”®? Catherwood was appointed to the committee and soon 
became recognized as the “leading spirit” in the development of 
the new Model Civil Service Law.” 

The quest for a model law was premised on another entailment 
of the appeal to science: that all battles for civil service reform were 
essentially alike and that there could be, therefore, general princi- 
ples for reform suited to all these cases. In the three years these 
associations debated over the model law, this premise was never 
directly challenged. However, there was intense debate about what 
the principles themselves should be. Much of this debate was pro- 
voked by the Illinois reformers who insisted from the start that the 
Model Civil Service Law should be modelled on the Chicago Plan. 

Reformers from other jurisdictions had qualms about the “fear- 
less and original” provisions Catherwood insisted should be put 
into the model law.” One of these was a provision that would have 
the commissioners themselves chosen by competitive examination. 
However, other reformers were also disturbed by the amount of 
power Catherwood's law would remove from line managers and 
concentrate in the Civil Service Commission. In 1914, a member of 
the Philadelphia Commission resigned from the drafting commit- 
tee after distributing a report that said the model law would give 
civil service commissions too much power over line managers.” A 
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Pueblo civil service commissioner agreed in terms that anticipated 
the character of the debate that would arise in Ottawa in a few 
years’ time: 


I can think of no greater calamity to the general movement for the 
adoption of the merit system than the approval of the national 
assembly of this model law. ... The law is framed upon the assump- 
tion that the chief executive will be out of sympathy with the merit 
system, and that the whole administration will be organized to over- 
throw it, hence the framers of the model law would tie the hands of 
the appointing authorities, and take from them much of the responsi- 
bility for the efficiency of the service. 


In my opinion, we shall never be able to eliminate the spoils system 
and establish the merit system upon a firm foundation, by transfer- 
ring responsibility from the officer who is elected or appointed to 
assume that responsibility to a civil service commission which 
knows little of the work of the department. ... The success of the 
merit system in the long run will depend upon the careful and cau- 
tious observance of the fundamental right of the appointing author- 
ity to have some discretion in the appointment and removal of his 
subordinates. ... The proposed model law will only tend to foster the 
spirit of suspicion and antagonism on the part of administrative offi- 
cials which is in my opinion disastrous to the proper enforcement of 
any law.” 


The Illinois delegation refused to yield to the criticisms, insisting 
that any compromise with the strict provisions of the model law 
would be sure to promote corruption within the civil service. “[I]f 
your executive officers are responsible for the merit system,” 
Catherwood asked, obviously thinking of his experience in Chi- 
cago, “what right have you got to interfere and annoy and bother 
them? One of two things are going to happen. Either the merit sys- 
tem, consisting of merit employment as a whole has got to be 
administered on merit principles, or else you have got to go to the 
extreme and have a spoils system pure and simple.””? 

The debate over Catherwood’s draft of the model law continued 
throughout the 1914 and 1915 meetings of the national assembly. 
Catherwood, by now a member of the assembly’s executive couri- 
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cil, pushed for a vote to endorse his model law; other reformers, 
however, still balked at its provisions. Consensus proved elusive. 
Yet, at the same time, members of the assembly felt increasing pres- 
sure to make some authoritative statement on civil service reform. 
The reform movement suffered several setbacks in these years. 
Political opposition had stalled reform in New York City and in the 
State of New York,” and new administrations in Philadelphia and 
Cleveland had attempted to weaken their civil service laws.” In 
1916, campaigns for the repeal of civil service laws were begun in 
St. Paul and Kalamazoo.” 

However, the most severe attacks on reform were felt in Illinois. 
In 1913, a court challenge succeeded in severely restricting the 


` authority of the Cook County Civil Service Commission.” In Chi- 


cago itself, the situation was worse. In the mayoral election of June 
1915, the Progressive candidate had been defeated by William Hale 
Thompson, an “outrageous personality” who eventually “became 
famous for his buffoonery, his tolerance for gangsterism, and his . 
general willingness to offend reform sensibilities.”*? Within weeks 
of his election, Thompson appointed new civil service commission- 
ers — “politicians of the spoils type” — who in turn immediately 
abolished the commission’s efficiency division.” “The spoils sys- 
tem swept over the city like a noxious blight,” Charles Merriam 
later wrote, “The city hall became a symbol for corruption and 
incompetence.” One senior city official, attacked by the mayor 
for resisting patronage appointments, killed himself, leaving a sui- 
cide note that appealed to the people of Chicago to protect the 
administration from “spoils and graft.”!°! By the time Cather- 
wood’s model law came before the assembly for final consideration 
in June 1916, the Illinois delegation was fighting a desperate battle 
against opponents who dismissed them as “phoney reformers.”102 
Only a few weeks before the 1916 conference, Catherwood’s Civil 
Service Reform Association had sponsored a protest rally in the 
Chicago auditorium against the Thompson administration.!% 

The Illinois delegates arrived at the 1916 conference demanding 
an unequivocal endorsement of the strongest possible model law. 
However, other members of the assembly were still ambivalent 
about the severity of Catherwood's draft. Henry Moskowitz, the 
president of the New York City Commission, expressed his own 
doubts: 
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[F]rom a purely theoretical point of view it would not be difficult for 
me to subscribe to it, but I think there is also a responsibility which 
rests upon this Assembly consisting of responsible officials to con- 
sider whether they can at this time take a position that is abstractly 
right, theoretically sound, and yet ... will not find, in many cities, the 
sympathy of the prevailing public opinion. 


Another prominent member, Richard Henry Dana, concurred sug- 
gesting that the model law might incorporate “alternative provi- 
sions” on some points: “[A]t the present the Chicago plan is not 
understood and it is important, it seems to me, that we do not get 
the band too far ahead of the procession, that we do not get too far 
in advance of educated public opinion.”1% 

The Illinois delegation argued vigorously against the inclusion of 
“alternate provisions.” Catherwood himself rejected Dana’s pro- 
posal, in part because of the immorality of “compromising on prin- 
ciples” and in part because the struggle for reform would be more 
fruitful if advocates of reform could produce “an evidence” of their 
agreement about desirable reforms: 


I think in civil service matters we are apt to lay undue stress on our 
difficulties, upon our local conditions and the peculiarities of local 
laws. ... Civil service reform is a great national issue, a place where 
we have an opportunity to do real patriotic service, and I do not 
believe in emphasizing difficulties. I think what we want to do, and 
what we should do, is to get together. ... I believe in making compro- 
mises [but] not compromises of principle — when you have a princi- 
ple, then stick to it and fight for it until you get it settled. 


Another member of the model law committee, William Moulton, 
who was also a member of the Illinois State Commission, agreed 
with Catherwood about the need to stand firm on the Chicago 
Plan: “If you are going to adopt a law that you think a legislature 
will pass, you will never get anywhere. You must come in with an 
ideal law. ... They may cut off things that they think are important 
but that may be of no importance; but you must go in with what 
you think is the ideal measure.”1°” 

A third member of the model law committee, Ralph Peck of the 
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Cook County Commission, also urged the assembly to strictly limit 
variations within the model law: 


The purpose of the investigation of our proposed Standard Act is to 
be practical and to get practical results before the State Legislatures. 
It seems to me that if we put up to the State Legislatures various and 
alternative propositions, your result will be not to procure legisla- 
tion, but to procure argument and discussion. ... [W]e ought to limit 
these proposals as closely as we can. ... [W]e ought not now to pro- 


pose or set up different views of members of this organization.’ 


At the same time, Peck urged the other members of the assembly 
not to give up on the project of drafting a model law, emphasizing 
the Illinois delegation’s own lobbying problems: 


If we fail to draft any Act here ... they will say: “If you people, if these 
Civil Service Reform Associations and experts cannot get together, 
cannot in their expert wisdom frame up a law upon which they may 
agree, what do you suppose we people down here in the State Legis- 
lature are going to do?” ... [S]o far as our people from Illinois are con- 
cerned, it is going to aid us materially if we can go to them and take 
this draft ... and point to the fact that this organization is back of this 
thing. ... I know the results before the Illinois Assembly are going to 
be helped a great deal, and I know that our three Commissioners rep- 
resenting Cook County are going to be materially helped. 


A member of the Colorado Commission advanced the same line: 
“[W]hen you go to a Legislature and offer a draft law, they at once 
ask you: ‘What is your authority; you have had no experience in 
the matter here, you are mere theorists; how are we to find out the 
experience of older communities?’ So that a Model Law is of great 
importance.”11° 

The peculiar thing about the 1916 conference of the National 
Assembly of Civil Service Commissions was that it was not held in 
the United States at all, but rather in Ottawa, Canada. The assem- 
bly’s long, final debate over the model law and its eventual vote to 
adopt the law much as Catherwood had drafted it were under- 
taken in the ballroom of the Chateau Laurier hotel, between recep- 
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tions at the Governor General’s residence and picnics at the 
government's experimental farm. Canadians. who observed the 
debate were not inclined to think much of it: In fact, a reporter for 
the Ottawa Journal observed: 


At the afternoon session of the Convention the delegates discussed 
the subject of standard civil service laws. The subject had practically 
no Canadian interest, relating entirely to standard laws for the exam- 
inations etc. of the U.S. Federal, State, and Municipal Commissions. 
It appears that in the U.S. all the states and cities which are controlled 
by civil service commissions have different acts, and the present 
report is an attempt to procure conformity.” 1! 


The reporter’s judgment of the significance of the assembly’s delib- 
erations was, unfortunately, badly awry. Canada would shortly 
become the proving ground for the new model law; in fact, it 


would be the biggest application of the Chicago Plan anywhere on 
the continent. 
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Coincidentally, the Canadian government established its own Civil 
Service Commission at the same time Robert Catherwood was per- 
suading Elton Lower to adopt his “efficiency plan.” However, the 
system established by the Civil Service Act of 1908, which gov- 
erned the three thousand employees working in departmental 
headquarters at Ottawa — the “inside service” — differed radically 
from the regime Catherwood, Griffenhagen and Jacobs would 
shortly bring to Ottawa. 

Before 1915, Canadian civil service reformers, although con- 
scious of the work of American reformers, had looked instead to 
Britain for a model upon which to base their own efforts at civil 
service reform. This was the consistent practice of the three royal 
commissions appointed to study the question of civil service 
reform between 1881 and 1907.12 That Canadian reformers should 
have looked to Britain as an exemplar was not, of course, surpris- 
ing. Imperialist sentiment was very strong at that time, and the 
emulation of British civil service practice was part of a broader 
show of loyalty to what Sir Robert Borden would later call “[the] 
British connection and British ideals of government.” However, 
the British system was valued for reasons other than its symbolic 
significance. Inquiries typically noted that the two countries 
shared “a similar system of government,”'* and that the British 
system had proved its practicability through “years of cautious, 
tentative action.” 

The main features of the British system were significantly differ- 
ent from those of the Chicago Plan. The British scheme was a 
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highly decentralized one in which senior line officials held sub- 


stantial discretion over personnel matters. The commission itself ` 


was responsible for the administration of entrance examinations 
for a few service-wide classes and little else. Many departments 
were permitted to make appointments to lower-level positions 
without the intervention of the commission. Each department was 
responsible for the classification of individual positions and its 
overall staffing plan, subject to the approval of the Treasury. 
Responsibility for training and advancement of employees was 
also left with line officials. The success of such a decentralized sys- 
tem obviously depended upon the quality of the service’s senior 
line officials. In Britain, this managerial class was known as the 
“first division.” These were career appointments recruited pri- 
marily from Oxford and Cambridge universities." 

The Civil Service Act established a crude approximation of the 
British system." The authority of its new Civil Service Commis- 
sion was somewhat broader: not only did it administer tests for 
entrance to service-wide classes, it was also given authority to con- 
trol promotions within departments. On the other hand, each 
department was given the authority to classify its own personnel, 
subject to the approval of classification plans by the Department of 
Finance and cabinet. The Canadian service also established a “first 
division,” which was to be recruited directly from universities 
based on academic examinations administered by the Civil Service 
Commission. 

The more senior of the first two civil service commissioners, 


Adam Shortt, a professor of politics at Queen’s University, was 


also an admirer of the British civil service system. (The second 
commissioner, Colonel Michel LaRochelle, was clearly also a 
second fiddle. In September 1908, Shortt wrote to his wife that 
LaRochelle “seems most anxious to follow my lead and has evi- 
dently got quite an exalted idea of my capacity in various direc- 
tions.”8) A close friend said that Shortt “came to Ottawa with the 
high purpose of moulding the service into a career for those who 
should join its ranks, and looked to an ever increasing quota of 
university graduates. He talked of the Indian service as an ideal, 
and of the eagerness with which Oxford and Cambridge men, for 
example, felt honoured in competing under the British system of 
civil service examinations.” The first Canadian civil service 
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examinations, set in May 1909, showed the British influence. While 
candidates for admission to the lower levels of the civil service 
were examined in subjects “of the average high school standard” — 
writing, spelling, arithmetic, geography, history, composition, 
copying manuscripts, typewriting, stenography and bookkeeping 
~ higher-level examinations were set at a university level and 
included subjects such as scholastic philosophy, English and 
French literature, modern languages, the natural sciences, history 
and economics. The examiners for these tests included faculty 
members from twelve Canadian universities." The aim was to 
take a “long and wide view” of governmental problems: 


Write a paper on the Sphere of the State [said one question in a 1913 
examination] indicating and discussing the chief theories as to what 
the State ought and ought not to do, and illustrate your answer 
by contrasting the policies adopted by different epochs: give your 
opinion, supported by facts, as to the prevailing tendencies of the 
present day in regard to State interference. 7 


There were, of course, significant obstacles to the implementa- 
tion of the Civil Service Act, not the least of which was pressure to 
maintain the patronage system for appointments to the inside ser- 
vice. However, experience showed Shortt that the most persistent 
lobbying for retention of the patronage system came not from min- 
isters or senior government officials, most of whom were disposed 
favourably towards the merit system, but from constituency asso- 
ciations whose power was rooted in the ability to withhold nomi- 
nations from uncooperative members of Parliament. “The forces 
which operate upon the Government from without,” Shortt wrote 
in private correspondence to the editor of the Grain Growers’ Guide, 
“are much more sinister than those which operate upon it from 
within.”!” In another letter, Shortt explained: 


My experience of nine years as a Commissioner of the Civil Service. 
has revealed to me two aspects of the subject, unappreciated before, 
first the extent to which the country and the service suffers from the 
patronage evil and secondly the fact that a considerable majority of 
Cabinet Ministers and members of Parliament would gladly see the 
whole system abolished if the general public would actively support 
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them in this important reform. The greater part of the patronage 
which prevails, and much the worst part of it is exercised by the local 
political organizations of both parties, which, because they are 
instrumental in securing the nominations for the members and claim 
to be all powerful in securing the elections of the successful candi- 
dates, demand that the members and through them the Ministers 
shall secure positions in the Civil Service and contracts and other 
economic favours for the persons whom they nominate to them. The 
members and Ministers are themselves, to a very large extent, only 
the servants, and often the severely browbeaten servants of organiza- 
tions from whose thralldom they would most willingly be free, if the 
independent electors would encourage them to strike for freedom 
with any hope of permanently maintaining it. 23 


Shortt’s view of the character of the patronage problem was quite’ 
distinct from that of Robert Catherwood. Catherwood would not 
have minimized the significance of “the forces within” govern- 
ment, and, in the context of the Chicago experience, he would have 
been right to do so. 

One of the main features that distinguished the Canadian civil 
service from the Illinois services was the character of the senior 
non-elected officials who managed the line departments. Although 
the Canadian deputy ministers were, like Chicago’s department 
heads, “politically appointed” — inasmuch as they were put in their 
position by cabinet and kept there at cabinet’s pleasure — by con- 
vention they were not active partisans. In 1914, Sir Joseph Pope, 
the most senior of Canada’s deputy ministers, expressed his 
understanding of the deputy’s function in these terms: 


Governments come and go. Even in the same administration changes 
occur with more or less frequency, but the deputy minister remains. 
… Taking no part in politics, the deputy head regards himself as a 
trustee for the ministry of the day, bound to serve the government in 
all things so far as he properly can. He is of course bound by a higher 
sanction to refuse to do, or acquiesce in the doing of, anything con- 
trary to law, or anything which, though not technically illegal, may 
be opposed to his sense of propriety.!4 


Although this was obviously a hopeful view of the role of Cana- 
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dian deputies, it was not without some grounding in reality. James 
Mallory observes: “The old Canadian civil service, with all its 
faults, had in fact developed a class of administrators who, though 
uneven in quality, were qualified for higher posts by general ability 
of a high order.”!° The two dozen deputies had an average of 
twenty years’ experience in the federal service; the great majority 
had served through several changes of ministry and at least one 
change of party.!”° In fact, it had been deputy minister of finance 
John Courtney, “a choleric gentleman ... with a high sense of 
honour,” who had prodded the government of Prime Minister Wil- 
frid Laurier to action on civil service reform by making an unusual 
public appeal for the elimination of patronage. Courtney subse- 
quently chaired the commission of inquiry that led to the 1908 
Civil Service Act.” 

The Liberal government, which introduced the Civil Service Act 
and appointed Shortt as a commissioner, was defeated in the gen- 
eral election of September 1911, but this was not at all a blow for 
civil service reform. New Conservative Prime Minister Sir Robert 
Borden had condemned patronage as an “incubus” that “ought to 
be dealt with in Canada more along the lines on which it is dealt 
with in England.”!” In January 1912, Borden told Parliament that 
he intended to proceed with the extension of the Civil Service Act to 
the “outside service,” which comprised the roughly forty thousand 
federal employees outside of Ottawa, as he had promised in the fall 
campaign.’ Borden asked Shortt to prepare a memorandum out- 
lining needed reforms. Shortt complied but urged Borden to 
appoint a senior British civil servant to study the operation of the 
Canadian public service. In the summer of 1912, Sir George Murray, 
a distinguished British administrator who had recently retired as 
permanent secretary to the Treasury, arrived in Ottawa to begin his 
work. His report was submitted in November 1912.1% Although 
Borden did not agree with all of Murray’s recommendations, which 
covered financial administration and the operation of cabinet as | 
well as management of the civil service, his government did 
attempt to put into legislation some recommendations regarding 
the civil service. "?1 By 1913-14, however, the government became 
preoccupied with the debate over naval policy and then the out- 
break of war in Europe, and the question of civil service reform was 
put aside. In a letter to a cabinet colleague, Borden later recalled: 
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From the summer of 1912, when I went to England, until the end of 
the following session I was absorbed in our naval proposals and sub- 
sequently in negotiations ... as to alternative proposals. Then came 
the session of 1914 with many difficult and trying questions followed 
by the outbreak of war. I fear that my attention was almost entirely 
diverted from any attempt to carry out the pledge of 1907.13 


Aside from the fact that it did not cover the outside service, and 
despite the fact that it was severely strained by the expansion of 
the inside service after the outbreak of war, opinion about the 1908 
act seemed generally favourable. Sir George Murray had pro- 
nounced it sound in principle, so far as it went. By 1915, the 
commission considered it safe to delegate its authority over pro- 
motion decisions to the deputy ministers and reported “increasing 
harmony and co-operation” with most departments about 
appointments to specialized positions in the inside service not gov- 
erned by the 1908 act.** “The system has worked out very satisfac- 
torily,” William Foran, secretary of the commission, said in 1915, 
“We have had practically no complaints about its fairness.” On 
behalf of the deputies, Sir Joseph Pope reported, “There can be lit- 
tle doubt that the [1908 act] has proven on the whole successful. ... 
Under the skilful guidance of the commission there has been sur- 
prisingly little friction, and the public departments have fallen 
almost imperceptibly into the new order, perhaps the best test of 
which is to be found in the fact that no one in authority would vol- 
untarily revert to the old conditions of affairs.” 


THE ADVENT OF THE CHICAGO PLAN 


The most senior civil servant within the Canadian Civil Service 
Commission was its secretary, William Foran. In 1915, Foran was 
forty-seven years old, and he already had thirty-two years’ experi- 
ence in the federal service. He joined the service as a temporary 
employee in 1887 and worked his way into a permanent position 
as a third-class clerk in the Department of the Secretary of State. He 
was appointed as secretary of the old Board of Civil Service Exam- 
iners in 1896 and took the analogous position in the new Civil Ser- 
vice Commission in 1908. By then he was ranked in subdivision A 
of the first division of the civil service, the highest position possible 
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for a career employee.’”’ By all accounts, Foran had a sharp wit, a 
keen grasp of governmental procedure and a remarkable dedica- 
tion to his work. Foran “was more than the secretary of the Civil 
Service Commission,” the Ottawa Journal said on his retirement in 
1939, 


In much of the public mind, he was the Commission, Foran stood by 
the Commission’s cradle, watched it grow through forty years, 
championed it and fought for it against all comers, knew more about 
it and its aims and work than anybody else. ... Once a parliamentary 
committee ... advised Foran to confine himself to “the duties of a sec- 
retary.” The advice was as sensible - and as effective — as King 
Canute’s efforts with the waves. ... Foran could no more be a mere 
Secretary to the Commission than the skipper of a ship could be a 
cabin boy. 


When, in early 1915, the Civil Service Commission received an 
invitation from the National Assembly of Civil Service Commis- 
sions to send a delegate to their next convention in Los Angeles, it 
must have seemed obvious to Foran that he should attend. Quickly 
he persuaded the two commissioners that “it would be in the inter- 
ests of the Public Service, and more particularly of this Commis- 
sion” to have its secretary go to the conference. Certainly Foran 
overcame significant obstacles to attend the Los Angeles confer- 
ence: it took eight days by train to get there, and when he returned, 
a Treasury Board official refused to cover his expenses, arguing 
that it was not policy to reimburse expenses for conferences held 
outside of Canada. 

Why did the assembly extend an invitation to the Canadian com- 
missioners? Once again, the answer probably lies in its members’ 
problems in fighting for reform in their own jurisdictions. The 
president of the assembly, FE. Doty of the Los Angeles County 
Commission, said after the meeting that the presence of a represen- 
tative of the Canadian commission, “whose members are 
appointed for life, served to give additional support to the demand 
for security of tenure for commissioners on this side of the bor- 
der.”“° The assembly probably also believed that the representa- 
tion of another national commission would add lustre to the 
reputation of an organization that was otherwise comprised almost 
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entirely of state and local officials. This would explain the surpris- 
ingly warm reception that was given to Foran: even though he was 
new to the assembly, Foran was featured as the opening speaker at 
the 1915 conference and was immediately named as one of the 
three members of the assembly’s executive committee. Foran recip- 
rocated by inviting the assembly to hold its 1916 meeting in 
Ottawa. Thus it was that the final debate over the assembly’s 
model law, which culminated in the assembly’s endorsement of the 
Chicago Plan, came to be held in the Chateau Laurier hotel. 

As a senior public servant, Foran considered himself precluded 
from speaking publicly on the subject of civil service reform, and 
consequently Adam Shortt was the only Canadian to participate in 
the debates at the 1916 meeting. Shortt was less enthusiastic than 
Foran about the assembly’s work; in fact, his main contribution to 
the 1916 debates was an argument against Catherwood’s proposal 
to use “efficiency ratings” to control promotions and dismissals 
within the civil service. “No mathematical processes or rules,” 
Shortt argued, could eliminate the need to rely on the “personal 
judgement” of department heads who had a better understanding 
of their employees’ talents than a Civil Service Commission could 
hope to possess. “The executive heads will give a good judge- 
ment,” Shortt argued, “As a rule they are not over-awed by their 
political heads.” As to the work Catherwood had already com- 
pleted on efficiency records, Shortt observed: “The experiments 
that have been made .., strike me as very desirable even if they are 
not productive of successful results. Carlyle, in the preparation of 
his history of Frederick the Great, after wading through a dozen or 
two volumes occupying a week or two would say: ‘At least that 
proves there is nothing there.’”"*! | 

Shortt’s argument in favour of the trustworthiness of line man- 
agers was directed at the foundation of Catherwood’s argument in 
favour of the model law, but there is no evidence that it had any 
impact at all. It seems, in fact, that Shortt’s comments were politely 
disregarded. Hardly had Shortt finished speaking when Richard 
Henry Dana, one of the most pre-eminent members of the assem- 
bly, asked his colleagues: 


Do we not, after all labour most under this difficulty, that the real 
head of the Department — I do not mean the Cabinet member who 


40 


THE CHICAGO PLAN COMES TO OTTAWA 


aids the Government in deciding the general policies — but the head 
of the operative department who carries out those policies when they 
are determined upon, is put in for political reasons and his effort is to 
do the best that he can for his party, not for the efficiency of the 
department? If he can raise the salary of somebody who is a friend of 
a politician or a good party worker from his point of view, that is his 
duty, is it not, as a politician? If he can get a good many positions 
with high salaries exempted, that is his political duty — and that is not 
much of an inspiration to the employees under him, is it?!“ 


While the Ottawa meeting of the national assembly might have 
frustrated Adam Shortt, there is no doubt that it was a personal tri- 


. umph for William Foran. The Ottawa Journal boasted that Foran 


had brought to Ottawa “many of the most brainy of ... commission 
officials”; it reported that the Chateau Laurier’s Palm Room, its 
walls decorated with entwined British and American flags, 
“throbbed with brotherly love.” The American delegates 
restrained their democratic impulses long enough to wait enthusi- 
astically upon the Duke of Connaught, the Governor General and 
uncle of the King. At the end of it all, the assembly elected Foran as 
its president for 1917. The Ottawa Journal professed its surprise, 
reporting that it had been “generally understood” that New York’s 
Henry Moskowitz would be given the position’; but perhaps 
Moskowitz’s prospects were clouded by his opposition to Cather- 
wood’s model law. Foran accepted the position humbly: “When I 
recall the list of very able men who have filled this office since the 
establishment of the Assembly I realize that my duties are by no 
means light, that they have set a standard which it will require my 
best efforts to live up to. But I can assure you that, while I am Pres- 
ident of this Assembly, no efforts on my part shall be wanting to 
maintain that standard.” 


The Opportunity for Reform 


Some time later, Foran had an opportunity to call upon the assem- 
bly for help in reorganizing the Canadian service. In August 1917, 
the Borden government introduced conscription for military ser- 
vice. Conscription was strongly opposed by many Canadians, 
including most French Canadians. In a bid to maintain popular 
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support, Borden formed a coalition government of Conservatives 
and anglophone Liberals and called a federal election for December 
17. Borden also made a commitment to the elimination of patron- 
age in the outside service one of the main planks in the new govern- 
ment’s platform. On October 18, he issued a manifesto promising to 
“abolish patronage” by “extending the pneis of the present 
Civil Service Act to the Outside Service.” Aside from establishing 
the selflessness of the new Union government, this promise solved 
an immediate practical problem. Minister of trade and commerce 
Sir George Foster observed that one of the great difficulties of the 
Union government was getting Liberals and Conservatives in each 
riding “to fraternize and cooperate.” “The flaming matter of 
patronage” — the question of who would dole out favours in each 
riding — could tear the coalition apart. But if patronage was elimi- 
nated the prospects for cooperation were much improved.l#f 

It is probably not surprising that Borden made his commitment 
to abolish patronage without considering how it was to be accom- 
plished. Only a few days before issuing his October manifesto, 
Borden asked the civil service commissioners to 


make an immediate inquiry into the details necessary for extending 
the Civil Service Act to all branches of the public service including 
the Outside Service. It seems to me that the time has come when this 
should be accomplished. Probably it may necessitate the establish- 
ment of ancillary local boards in various parts of the Dominion. Such 
Boards would be under the direction of the Central Commission and 
should make necessary reports for the purpose of determining 
appointments. 14” 


The commissioners, in turn, called a meeting of deputy ministers 
at the Victoria Museum, to ensure their “sympathetic cooperation” 
and to “obtain opinions of men of considerable experience ... as to 
the practicability of the project.” The deputies were pessimistic in 
their assessment of the situation. New legislation would be 
required, and there would be impressive administrative and politi- 
cal obstacles to be overcome: 


That the Outside Service can be brought under the Civil Service 
Commission was, generally speaking, the consensus of opinion. ... 
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That to do so with one sweep of the pen would involve great diffi- 
culty, is beyond question. ... In general, the bringing in of the Outside 
Service will involve much difficulty and annoyance to the Govern- 
ment and the new members thereof, extending over, not only 
months, but years. 


The commissioners suggested a gradual program of reform, begin- 
ning with more senior positions in the outside service and then 
proceeding to lower positions.'#8 

The commissioners’ report seemed to have no influence on Bor- 
den; in fact, a few days later the prime minister issued a second 
manifesto promising an immediate end to patronage in the outside 
service. But the cabinet did nothing more to consider how the 
promise would be put into place. Borden himself was preoccupied 
with the campaign, while Alexander Maclean, the minister whom 
he had asked to handle the report, was preoccupied with a muni- 
tions explosion that had devastated his Halifax constituency. “The 
CS. Board has done nothing yet,” Sir George Foster lamented in 
his diary after a cabinet meeting on January 23, a month after the 
re-election of the Union government. ”[It has] had no instructions. 
Appts meantime go on as before via the path of patronage in all 
but Inside Service. Will the Premier repeat the 1911-17 methods of 
fulfilling his promises? The same influences which stopped him 
then are discernable now — will he yield again?” 

The pressure on Borden to take action on reform of the outside 
service was mounting quickly. In many constituencies, Conserva- 
tive associations were beginning to dispense patronage, creating an 
embarrassment for the prime minister and putting a serious strain 
on the new Union government. The parliamentary Opposition and 
the press, particularly incensed by two high-profile appointments, 
were claiming that Borden had no intention of abolishing patron- 
age. Foster wrote in his diary that the two appointments “have 
stirred up a wide strong feeling that good faith has not been kept. 
The two appts were made in the face of a solemn pledge to the con- 
trary and have brought criticism and obloquy on the Govt and 
party." The chairman of the union committee in Toronto warned 
Borden that there was “serious danger that the principle of patron- 
age being continued will weaken the confidence of the community 
in the Union Government unless it is stopped speedily.”*! 
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By late January 1918, Borden realized that immediate action was 
essential. It was impossible to introduce new legislation because 
none had been drafted and Parliament was not scheduled to meet 
until March. Borden decided that, in the interim, reforms would be 
introduced by regulation, even though it was “extremely doubt- 
ful” that the government had authority under any statute to 
make such regulations. The regulation, issued on February 13, 
announced that the patronage system would be abolished in the 
outside service." The regulation did not say, however, how the 
system that was to take its place would work. The responsibility 
for these details was now left to the Civil Service Commission, as 
the cabinet moved on to other business. 

The commissioners must have been boggled by the magnitude of 
the task that had just been put to them. In February 1918, the com- 
mission’s staff consisted of eight clerks headquartered in a small 
suite of offices over a haberdashery on the corner of Bank and 
Queen streets. The commissioners themselves were, furthermore, 
new to the task. Adam Shortt had resigned from the commission 
before the election, and two new commissioners — Clarence 
Jameson and William Roche — were appointed to replace him in 
October.!% The circumstances combined to give the commission's 
secretary, William Foran, substantial influence in deciding how the 


reform of the outside service should be handled. Foran, in turn,’ 


called on Robert Catherwood for help because he knew. him to be 
one of the most highly regarded U.S. experts on reform.’™ 
Catherwood recommended that the Canadian commission hire 
Edwin Griffenhagen to execute the reforms. Griffenhagen had left 
Chicago’s South Park Commission in 1911 to become head of a new 
management consulting branch set up by Arthur Young and 
Company, a Chicago-based accounting firm. For the six years fol- 
lowing, Griffenhagen’s industrial engineering department had pro- 
vided advice to a variety of midwestern businesses, such as the 
Oklahoma Iron Works, Milwaukee Seed and the Chicago Steel Post 
Company. Although he had continued to promote the Chicago Plan 
at meetings of the National Assembly of Civil Service Commis- 
sions, contracts from public organizations had been hard to come 
by; it is probable that the Illinois Pension Laws Commission was 
the only significant governmental client whom he had served in all 
these years." The Canadian contract was, therefore, a wonderful 
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opportunity. In fact, it would shortly be recognized as the largest 
single effort at civil service reform yet undertaken by any govern- 
ment. Griffenhagen and a staff of twenty-seven began working on 
the reform of the Canadian service in the spring of 1918.16 


The Chicago Plan is Installed 


The system Griffenhagen and his staff installed in Canada 
included all the main features of the assembly’s model law. In 
November 1918, Griffenhagen’s principal assistant, Fred Telford, 
unveiled a new design for the Civil Service Commission that 
included an “organization branch” whose mandate would be to 
conduct efficiency investigations within the public service.’*” (Tel- 
ford was a recent addition to Griffenhagen’s staff. A former coun- 
try schoolteacher, Telford had worked for eighteen months as an 
assistant examiner for the Illinois civil service commissioner and 
then briefly as a reporter for Chicago’s Civil Service News.'**) 
Griffenhagen said the functions of the organization branch were 
“almost identical” with those of the Chicago commission’s effi- 
ciency division.’ In its annual report for 1918, the Canadian com- 
mission defined the branch’s field of study in a passage that was 
taken almost verbatim from Robert Catherwood’s 1913 speech to 
the National Assembly of Civil Service Commissions: 


The prompt and automatic removal of incompetents and supernu- 
meraries, the correction and adjustment of defective organization, 
the steady improvement of conditions of employment, the training of 
employees in their duties and for promotion, the task of keeping 
competent employees in their duties and for promotion, the task of 
keeping competent employees, the correlation of pay with the results 
achieved, the preparation of estimates in their employment features 
as distinguished from their financial aspects, and the maintenance of 
standards of efficient service are all problems of employment with 
which the merit system deals.’ 


The commission announced its intention to make “liberal and con- 
sidered use” of the branch, noting that while it hoped to have the 
cooperation of the departments, the branch would be “[armed] 
with inquisitorial power when the occasion may demand."1f1 
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The commission also took on the same regulatory powers over 
personnel that had been exercised by the Chicago commission and 
recommended in the model law. New legislation confirming the 
commission’s authority to classify positions, set salaries and to 
control promotions, transfers and dismissals was put before the 
House of Commons in June 1919. A plan, which described the new 
classifications for positions in the public service, was released a 
few days later.! This first draft, popularly known as the “Book of 
Classification,” ran to almost seven hundred pages and described 
1,729 classifications — roughly one class for every twenty federal 
employees. 

Meanwhile, the commission proceeded with the development of 
a system for “efficiency rating” of individual employees. It 
described its ambitions for the efficiency rating system in a pam- 
phlet for employees: 


The rating of an individual must as far as possible eliminate personal 
prejudice, or what might be called the variation of the human equa- 
tion, which occurs when even the most conscientious of men is asked 
to give his written opinion and recommendation concerning a num- 
ber of persons with whom he has had more or less personal relations. 
This is the object of the “numerical” or “percentage” system, where- 
by the efficiency of an applicant can be expressed in arithmetical 
terms capable of mathematical weights and comparison.’ 
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The Deputies’ Rebellion 


Far from going “unnoticed or unlamented,” as the Glassco Com- 
mission would later claim, the burdens created by the Chicago 
Plan were immediately apparent to senior officials within the gov- 
ernment and provoked an intense debate between the commission 
and those officials. By late 1919, in fact, many deputy ministers had 
begun a quiet lobby for major changes to the new civil service 
laws. Griffenhagen and the commission’s staff, however, were con- 


sistently reluctant to concede any of the powers the 1918 and 1919 
acts had now given it. 


CIVIL SERVANTS PROTEST 


The release of the “Book of Classification” in June 1919 actually 
threw the civil service into disarray almost immediately. The 
political scientist, R. McGregor Dawson, then working in the par- 
Hamentary library, recalled that the ”the whole service was in an 

7165 Civil servants struggled, without much success, to 
understand how the classifications had been developed and how 
their own positions had been classified. Departmental “checking 
lists,“ which showed the new classification of individual employ- 
ees, might have answered the latter question, but Griffenhagen 
and his staff, rushing to release the “Book of Classification” 
before the adjournment of Parliament at the end of June, had not 
had time to complete them.’ A few top civil servants knew 
their new classifications, one disgruntled civil servant com- 
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plained, but “the remainder of the service, which probably 
amounts to 97 per cent. of it, are in absolute ignorance of where 
they stand." 

Civil servants who wanted to know what their new salary might 
be were therefore obliged to search the “Book of Classification” 
itself and guess which classification might cover their own posi- 
tion. Unfortunately, copies of the book were hard to come by. 
“There is probably no way in which you could get a copy for your 
own use,” the commission helpfully advised one civil servant, 
“though every department head and the head of every large 
branch has a copy, to which employees undoubtedly will be given 
access.” 68 (The commission claimed it had only printed a few cop- 
ies of the book because it expected that many revisions would need 
to be made. Rumour said that the commission, surprised by the 
protest against the book, had “whisked away” all the copies it 
could find and burned them.) 

If a copy of the book could be found, the next challenge was to 
sort through the 1,729 classifications to find the one which seemed 
to best describe the employee's own position. In earlier American 
classification plans, the practice had been to group similar classifi- 
cations together so that readers would have an easier time finding 
their classification or seeing potential lines of advancement, or to 
provide an appendix that divided classifications into groups or 
“services.” Griffenhagen chose not to organize the book in this 
way; such groups, he later said, “were not an essential part” of a 
classification plan.!” Instead, classes were listed in alphabetical 
order by title so that similar classifications were dispersed 
throughout the book. For example, the description for “chief clerk” 
appeared near the front while the closely related classification of 
“principal clerk” appeared several hundred pages further on. Not 
even knowing the titles of the new classifications, civil servants 
were compelled to slog through the whole book to guess where 
they might fit. The book “is about as clear as mud,” a columnist in 
The Citizen in Ottawa complained two days after its release. “Care- 
ful perusal by the average individual results in as clear a concep- 
tion of its intricacies as ‘Bosco’ the wild man possesses of the 
Fourth Dimension.” A member of Parliament agreed: “No intel- 
ligent man can understand all of the seven hundred page volume 
... it is a catalogue with the most curious and unintelligible classifi- 
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cations for certain positions that I have ever seen.”!” A leader of 
the Civil Service Association of Ottawa later called the plan “a 
monstrosity, a book of mystery, a monument to the fecundity of the 
human mind,” that should be “put on the shelf in some museum, 
so that members of the Civil Service Commission could make a pil- 
grimage to the shrine as a punishment for their folly in bringing 
foreign experts into this country.” 

Layered on top of this confusion were widespread questions 
about the methods Griffenhagen and his staff had used to craft 
particular classifications and to determine the salaries attached to 
each of them. These, again, could only be answered by speculation 
because the report that was to explain how the plan was developed 

had also been put aside in the rush to complete the book itself. This 
speculation often led to the expression of doubts about the reliabil- 
ity of the plan and of Griffenhagen’s own competence. “I thought 
these Civil Service experts were fixing salaries in accordance with 


. responsibilities,” a postal worker wrote to the Ottawa Journal on 


June 26. “There is very clearly something wrong with these classifi- 
cations.”!”* The next day, another complained that “he did not 


. think the experts had sufficient knowledge” of the positions they 


had classified.!” Yet another complained about the haphazard way 
in which Griffenhagen and his staff had conducted their investiga- 
tions: 


Instead of visiting the departments and offices and, as far as possible, 
acquiring a first hand knowledge of affairs, they took their informa- 
tion from a card index. Instead of calling all deputy ministers and 
heads of branches and consulting with them, and thus getting a fully 
orbed view of Civil Service operations, they called only a few, or 
depended on volunteer information. ... It is easy to see that by this 
method they would get a distorted view ... of the importance of some 
individuals and branches. ... [I]t is evident that the classification 
needs considerable revision yet before it is adopted; and it is also evi- 
dent that the work of fitting it to the present staff should be put in the 
hands of someone who knows the men and the conditions, if gross 
injustice is to be avoided.!”6 


Soon others were making fun of the classification scheme calling it 
“the joke book” or “the best book of short stories in the English lan- 
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guage.”!”” A column satirizing the “Book of Classification” 
appeared on the front page of the Ottawa Journal: 


Question: I am a Burroughs Adding Machine. The idiot that bangs 
my keys every day receives $1,400. What should I get? 


Answer: The Civil Service re-organizers are unfortunately not able to 
overcome some of the prejudices by which men are preferred to 
machines. Otherwise you would receive about $3,600 under the 
application of the principle of equal pay for equal work. 


Complaints about the superficiality of Griffenhagen’s investiga- 
tion did, in fact, have some grounding to them. Hoping to speed 
up the process of classification, Griffenhagen had taken two “short 
cuts” in procedure. His normal practice had been to ask every 
employee to complete “duties statements” that described “their 
regular duties, the apportionment of their time to the several items 
of work, and their place in the organization.” In Canada, however, 
Griffenhagen chose not to poll every employee; where superiors 
said a group of employees all did the same work, only one or two 
received questionnaires. The classification staff was also accus- 
tomed to completing field studies to confirm the accuracy of the 
data collected and their classifications; in Canada this work was 
curtailed as well.!” 

Civil servants who took more time to examine the “Book of Clas- 
sification” also expressed concerns about the provisions it had 
made for promotion within the service. Griffenhagen’s staff had 
attached to each classification a short list of positions into which 
incumbents might expect promotion. Many classifications, ranging 
from the bottom to the top of the service, were chained together in 
this way. Civil servants who looked closely at these “lines of pro- 
motion,” as Griffenhagen called them, wondered about their work- 
ability: how, for example, was a clerk to be promoted to the next 
position of senior clerk when the former required only a primary 
school education and the latter a high school education? The fact 
was that Griffenhagen could not give strong assurances about the 
workability of the scheme because he had never actually tried it 
before. The promotion system was, as Griffenhagen said, “a refine- 
ment not hitherto attempted in classification work.” He appears 
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to have taken the idea from an article on shop management pub- 
fear the efficiency engineers, Frank and Lillian Gilbreth, in 
1915, 

Protests against the classification became so intense in the two 
weeks following its release that the Borden government delayed 
parliamentary consideration of the new civil service legislation 
until the fall session of Parliament. It did this reluctantly because in 
the summer of 1919 there were, in its eyes, far more important 
things to worry about. The prime minister had left for Versailles 
while acting prime minister Sir George Foster was struggling to 
hold together the Union government and to contain widespread 
labour unrest. The commission was given the summer to respond 
to the civil service’s complaints. 

The commission's reaction to the protests was not a friendly one. 
Shortly after the adjournment of Parliament, Foran chastised civil 
servants for criticizing the report: 


The classification of the Public Service of Canada was a task which 
might reasonably have occupied from eighteen to twenty-four 
months. Owing to the desire of the Government to meet the wishes 
of the Service, however, the Civil Service Commission rushed the 
work through in about eight months. That some errors and anoma- 


lies should appear in certain of the sixteen hundred odd schedules is 
not, in the circumstances, to be wondered.182 


A little later the commission suggested that the bulk of criticisms 
were coming from “malcontents ... a comparatively small minority, 
viewing [the classification] from the selfish angle of personal appli- 
cation.”183 Jt urged civil servants to have patience as its “body of 
trained experts” completed the departmental checking lists and 
heard appeals against individual classifications! At the commis- 
sion’s suggestion, another efficiency expert, Louis Jacobs, was 
brought to Ottawa to provide a second opinion about the classifi- 
cation work. It seems doubtful that many of the public servants 
who gathered in Ottawa's Collegiate Institute in the evening of 
July 4 to hear Jacobs knew that he had once worked with Griffen- 
hagen in the efficiency division of the Chicago Civil Service Com- 
mission. 18 


The commission’s early response to civil service complaints soon 
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proved to be wholly inadequate. By mid-July, two major employ- 
ees’ associations — the Dominion Postal Clerks’ Association and the 
Great War Veterans’ Association — had come out against the classi- 
fication," while the members of a third — the Civil Service Associ- 
ation of Ottawa ~ were mobilizing to throw out its executive, 
which had spoken in favour of the reforms.!#7 The executive of the 
Civil Service Federation of Canada, a loose association of 
employee organizations, had also been favourably disposed 
towards the reforms, but by early July it too was obliged to shift its 
position. It told Borden that it had voted to “[refrain] from express- 
ing its sentiments in favour of the immediate adoption of the Gov- 
ernment’s classification report.” 188 


THE DEPUTIES PROTEST 


Meanwhile, the deputy ministers, to whom the commission had 
said complaints should be addressed, were becoming increasingly 
angry about the experts’ management of the classification. On July 
29, commissioner Clarence Jameson chaired a conference at the Vic- 
toria Museum at which Griffenhagen and the staff of the organiza- 
tion branch were called to account by fifty senior officials from line 
departments.’ The officials demanded that departments should 
be allowed to make their own checking lists, and that a special 
“board of hearing” should be set up to hear employees appeals. 
The proposed: board would include representatives of the deputy 
heads and the employees’ associations, but exclude the experts. 

The experts refused to go along with the proposal for a board of 
hearing; they preferred a grievance process that gave the Civil Ser- 
vice Commission’s staff the final say on complaints. Griffenhagen 
would not waver from this position. One senior official recalled 
that there was “a battle royal with the Arthur Young Company 
before we were able to lay unholy hands on the classification 
which they had prepared.”!”° At the end of the day, however, the 
deputies were aided by a rift that was emerging within the com- 
mission itself. Clarence Jameson, one of the two members of Parlia- 
ment who had been appointed to the commission in October 1917, 
was losing patience with Griffenhagen and eventually submitted 
to the deputies’ request for a special board to review the “Book of 
Classification. 
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Jameson told the press that the new Board of Hearing was 
intended to “establish confidence on the part of the members of the 
service in the endeavour of the Civil Service Commission, to make 
the classification as accurate as possible ... [and to] secure if possi- 
ble its adoption at the autumn session of Parliament.” The board 
would have five members: Jameson, two deputies and two civil 
servants — all men who were, as Jameson put it, “trained in and 
thoroughly acquainted with the service.” Experts from either 
Arthur Young and Company or the commission itself would not be 
put on the panel.’”? The symbolic effect of the board’s work was 
substantial. It was “cheering news,” the president of the Civil Ser- - 
vice Federation said, to see that the commission had recognized 
the need for “drastic action” on the “Book of Classification.” 1” “Tf 
it had not been for the Board of Hearing,” another federation 
leader later said, “the present Civil Service Act would not have 
been on the Statute books ... it afforded an opportunity for groups 


` of civil servants to come before the board and make their com- 


plaint. It relieved the Commission, and it relieved the Government, 
and in that way I think established very mutual good will in the 
days of stress of 1918-1919-1920.1% 

This was the most public tussle between deputies and the 
experts, but it was not the first. Complaints about the commis- 
sion’s inability to manage the workload created under the Chicago 
Plan had been voiced since Griffenhagen’s arrival in Ottawa in 
early 1918. In March 1918, deputy minister of finance John Saun- 
ders, asked the commission to provide his department with staff 
“at once” to organize the 1918 Victory Loan drive. The commission 
insisted on running a national, two-month competition for the 
positions. The minister “got very hot” and told Saunders to break 
the law so that the staff could be hired in time.! The deputy min- 
ister of the new Department of Soldiers’ Civil Re-Establishment 
also complained that the commission's selection Process was “alto- 
gether too slow.”1% The commission’s staff expanded rapidly in an 
attempt to manage the work the reforms had created for it~ in 1921 
the commission employed more people in Ottawa than most other 
government departments!” — but these complaints about its slow- 
ness persisted. 

As time passed, complaints about the commission’s interference 
in the management of line departments also accumulated. Adam 
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Shortt was one of the first to complain about the new regime, per- 
haps because he knew better than most what it was intended to do. 
Shortt, now working in a new position at the National Archives, 
had expressed a worry about the design of the new system in pri- 
vate correspondence in January 1918: 


It is of course essential that any system of Civil Service Reform shall 
be sound in principle and workable in practice, allowing all neces- 
sary freedom to those who are working for efficiency and the recog- 
nition of merit in the department, while affording effectual and 
practicable checks on the conduct of those whose chief object it is to 
support and manipulate a patronage system.’ 


Two months later, Shortt began to see that the system Griffen- 
hagen and Foran were installing would not strike the balance 
between principle and practicality. At the end of March, he wrote 
to the commission to advise that he had found a person whom he 
wanted to hire as a research assistant. Shortt’s selection was Char- 
lotte Whitton, a recent double medallist at Queen’s University who 
would eventually become mayor of Ottawa.” William Foran 
refused to appoint Whitton, saying that the commission would run 
an open competition and appoint its own board of experts to 
choose the best candidate for Shortt’s position. This was a signifi- 
cant change from the commission's policy under Shortt but one 
entirely consistent with the Chicago Plan. Shortt was infuriated 
and complained to Sir George Foster who was acting as prime min- 
ister in Robert Borden's absence: 


I have just been informed that the Civil Service Commission has 
adopted the extraordinary principle, that in making its selection of 
candidates to fill technical, professional or other positions requiring 
special qualifications, no persons shall be consulted who has imme- 
diate charge of the work to be performed. ... Applying the new prin- 
ciple to your own department, if for instance, Mr. Coats were 
authorized by you to obtain, through the Civil Service Commission, 
the assistance of a person with special qualifications including those 
personal qualities so essential to success, what would you think of a 
system of selection which not only eliminated Mr. Coats from all con- 
sultation by the Commission as to the choice, but prevented him 
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from even knowing who were the candidates and what were their 
respective qualifications, yet Mr. Coats is entirely responsible for the 
assistant assigned to him? I cannot think of anything more calculated 
to injure the cause of Civil Service Reform or to render its practical 
operation ridiculous, than this attitude of the Commission, adopted I 
presume with very good intentions, but with a lamentable disregard 
of the very elements of economy and efficiency. 


In a letter that again echoed the words of the Chicago reformers, 
Foran refused to budge, telling Shortt that the new hiring proce- 
dure “is absolutely fair and just and is calculated to allay any sus- - 
picion which might otherwise exist that in these cases some 
particular applicant is likely to be favoured by the officials of the 
Department to which the appointment is to be made.” 

Senior officials soon developed other criticisms of the new sys- 
tem. The deputy minister of labour complained that the new classi- 


” fication plan was “cumbersome and tedious, lacking in any feature 


of elasticity and opposed generally to the expedition, efficiency 
and economy.”*? “You can not operate your staff,” agreed the dep- 
uty minister of public works, whose department had been divided 
into 327 classes, “there is no elasticity. Take a person whose duties 
are described as so and so or such and such; his duties must be 
very similar to those of some person in the next room. But proba- 
bly a sentence was added to the definition of his duties, and you 
cannot transfer [him to that other person’s job]. ... There is no way 
of utilizing your staff where they are most needed. You cannot get 
the same punch to your staff.”2° 

The deputies complained not only about the delays in making 
appointments and promotions, but also about the commission’s 
competence in making these decisions. The under-secretary of 
State pined for the days when, “If I wanted to get a lawyer ... [I 
would] go to the Dean of McGill University law school, or the Prin- 
cipal of Osgoode Hall and ask him to pick out two or three that I 
could interview.” John Saunders wondered how there could be 
“anyone outside the department who knows the qualifications for 
promotion like the man who is in charge of the work which the 
man is to be promoted is doing.”? Deputy minister of the interior, 
William Cory added that the new system was also a source of 
unending paperwork: 
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I happened to go down [to the mailroom one day], and I found 56 let- 
ters there, [including] 33 from the Civil: Service Commission. ... I 
called in one of my staff the next morning and I asked if that was 
about how the mail was running, and he said, “Yes”, so we kept track 
of it for about eight or ten months. ... Here is the result. ... During that 
time [we received] from the Civil Service Commission, 2,711 [letters], 
as against 2,398 from the rest of the world. ... The outgoing mail ... 
2,652 communications going to the Civil Service Commission ... as 
against 4,242 [to the rest of the world]. Practically 50 per cent of the 
time of the deputy minister’s staff, as far as correspondence is con- 
cerned, is taken up with the Civil Service Commission.” 


As a concession to the deputies, Clarence Jameson had, in the 
summer of 1919, exempted ten thousand lower-level positions 
from the Civil Service Act, but this was not enough to quiet com- 
plaints. In the same year, John Saunders of Finance sought special 
legislation that exempted loan drive staff from the Civil Service 
Act20 and Samuel Armstrong of the Department of Soldiers’ Civil 
Re-Establishment obtained legislation that exempted all four thou- 
sand of his employees from the act. In the fall of 1919, deputy min- 
ister of justice Edmund Newcombe, even took the unusual step of 
appearing before a Senate committee to “strongly attack the new 
legislation, creating for a moment a popular impression that the 
bill might be killed.” (The possibility of any such revolt in the 
House had been precluded by Alexander Maclean, the minister 
responsible for the bill, who chaired the committee himself and 
who permitted three witnesses: Griffenhagen, Telford and one 
other member of Griffenhagen’s staff?) In the spring of 1920, the 
High Commission in London also began lobbying the prime minis- 
ter to exempt it from the act on the argument that the Civil Service 
Commission was incapable of competently managing personnel in 
London.” | 

Many deputies soon began a more concerted campaign to per- 
suade Prime Minister Arthur Meighen, who had replaced Sir Rob- 
ert Borden as head of the Liberal-Conservative coalition in July 
1920, to introduce legislation that would restore to them some of 
the powers now held by the commission. In the spring of 1921, the 
Meighen government acquiesced, sponsoring a bill that would 
loosen the commission’s control over appointments and promo- 
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tions. Minister of justice Charles Doherty made the remarkable 
concession that the commission did not support the amendments: 


I believe it would be fair to say that they were opposing them. I 
would judge by what I have seen of newspaper utterances that the 
Civil Service Commission take the position ... that whatever com- 
plaint may be made, whatever suggestions of possible improvements 
may be made, the Civil Service Act stands there like the Ark of the 
Covenant upon which no man, especially no member of Parliament, 
and least of all the Parliamerit of Canada, must lay an unholy hand. I 
do not think that is an unfair description of the position taken by the 
Civil Service Commission." 


Doherty’s deputy, Edmund Newcombe, the first witness before the 
parliamentary committee set up to consider the bill, testified that 
the commission’s insistence on control over personnel matters had 
led to “embarrassment, loss of time, and difficulty in carrying out 
the essential services.”?!? He was followed by ten other deputies 
who voiced similar complaints. The committee itself concluded 
that “there is a genuine desire on the part of deputy heads ... to 
adhere to the idea of a Civil Service Commission ... having regard 
for the efficiency of the service and economy in expenditure,” and 
it broadly approved of more liberal rules on appointments and 
promotions. 

However, there was by this time little hope that the government 
would adopt such amendments. Its bill had been attacked from the 
start as “the thin edge of the wedge in returning to the spoils sys- 
tem,” and even before the hearings had begun many major 
newspapers had editorialized against it. The scope of the bill was 
limited dramatically, ultimately giving the commission the power 
to exempt certain classes of employees where it considered such 
exemptions to be in the public interest. However, the commission 
did not escape completely unscathed. One employees’ association, 
which had opposed the bill during parliamentary hearings, also 
condemned the commission and its experts for having provoked it: 


When the commission in its ignorance and helplessness engaged the 


Arthur Young Company to reclassify the service, that eminent firm 
adopted an attitude of almost impudent disregard of any represerita- 
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tions made, even by the highest and most responsible departmental 
officers; any one of their employees knew far more about the work of 
a department than the deputy minister of that department himself. 
The Civil Service Commission, by continuing to show an autocratic 
disregard of departmental recommendations, by unreasonable 
delays in making appointments, and even in handling the merest 
routine, by their unwillingness to show the slightest cooperation 
with departments with a view to prompt and satisfactory adminis- 
tration of the service, by piling regulation on regulation in the 
attempt to coerce the service into their idea of efficiency ... has alien- 
ated the truest friends of the merit system and has now placed that 
system itself in the gravest danger.*“ 


Undeterred by the defeat of the 1921 bill, the deputies continued 
their fight for new legislation. In June 1921, Sir Joseph Pope asked 
the High Commission in London to collect information about the 
regulations that governed the British civil service, and some time 
later John Saunders dispatched one of his own subordinates to 
London to make an investigation of the British administration. 21° A 
new Liberal government under Prime Minister William Lyon 
Mackenzie King was elected in December 1921, and the deputies 
shortly renewed their lobby of the cabinet. In June 1922, the depu- 
ties held an unusual meeting en masse with King’s cabinet to make 
a “full and frank expression of their views” about the commis- 
sion.” King asked William Cory, deputy minister of the interior, to 
organize a committee to draft suggestions for reform of the Civil 
Service Act. A week later, Sir Joseph Pope wrote to Cory: 


The present unconstitutional, cumbrous and hugely expensive sys- 
tem should be done away with as soon as circumstances permit. The 
power to classify and promote and also to regulate salaries should be 
resumed by the Government. To the Commission might be left the 
application of certain tests, and also of ascertaining the qualifications 
of those whom the Government proposes to promote, though as a 
matter of fact, I believe the Deputy Heads are much better judges of 
such fitness than any Civil Service Commission.?7 


In December, Cory’s committee submitted a memorandum 
requesting statutory changes that would replace the 1919 classifi- 


58 


THE DEPUTIES’ REBELLION 


cation with a simpler classification “on lines similar to those estab- 
lished by the Civil Service Act of 1908” and eliminate the 
commission’s control over appointments to higher-level positions, 
promotions and transfers. The committee of deputies argued that 
these reforms would “eliminate expensive services which are wholly 
concerned in the making and enforcing of artificial requirements reg- 
ulating appointments, promotions, [and] transfers.”7!8 In February 
1923, the King government appointed a second parliamentary 
committee to review the Civil Service Act. 

The 1923 hearings were much more extensive than those of 1921 
but hardly more productive. The commission again opposed sub- - 
stantial modifications to its powers. Its experts had already dis- 
missed the 1908 act as one that was “inadequate,” “haphazard,” 
and “administered ... without regard for sound and scientific 
employment principles.” Griffenhagen’s reforms, the commission 
said, had “revolutionized the service” and wrought “order out of 
chaos.””!? The deputies’ efforts were also impeded by the popular 


` interpretation of the investigation as a return to the patronage sys- 


tem. “The pressing problem,” Adam Shortt wrote to William 
Grant, “is to get the system back to a simple, solid, understandable 
basis on the British model instead of on the present pretentious 
trashy American model and to do that without the abolition of the 
whole system and restore primitive patronage. ... If only [we] could 
get someone like Sir George Murray to re-state the British princi- 
ples and practice it would greatly help.”?2 In fact, civil service 
leaders claimed that Civil Service Commission staff was actively 
promoting the view that any modification of the Civil Service Act 
would be tantamount to a reversion to patronage: 


Attempts are being made, through articles in the press, editorials, 
interviews with members, etc., etc., to create the impression in the 
minds of the House that the preservation of the merit system in the 
service and the retention of the present Civil Service Commission 
and its methods, are synonymous, that there is only one alternative, 
either to preserve the present Civil Service Commission and its 
methods, or to resort to patronage in its most objectionable and 
shameless form.”*! 


The argument, which was apparently being made by Civil Service 
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Commission staff, was again strongly reminiscent of one made by 
Robert Catherwood to the Assembly of Civil Service Commis- 
sions. It seems to have been effective in putting off legislative 
action; after three months of hearings the parliamentary committee 
made an unusually brief and tepid comment on the deputies’ com- 
plaints: 


[The] Committee feel that [the deputies’] report was conceived for 
the sole purpose of promoting efficiency in the Civil Service, yet it 
cannot but feel that the Commissioners are bona fide in their objec- 
tions to the report. [The] Committee recommends that at the earliest 
possible date a conference toward greater efficiency be held between 
the Commissioners and the deputy ministers for the purpose of 
arriving at an understanding over the matters therein set out.” 


Such a conference appears never to have been held. 

The commission did, however, make one final and important 
concession to the deputy ministers. There was still the question of 
how it would manage its organization branch — the Canadian ana- 
logue to Chicago’s efficiency division, which at that point had been 
defunct for more than four years. The commission had recruited a 
chief for the organization branch in July 1919. The advertisement 
explained that the commission wanted an individual with “at least 
five years experience in accounting, engineering, shop and busi- 
ness management, or similar work” to “conduct investigations into 
departmental affairs with a view to making the civil service effi- 
cient.”?** An examination for the position was set shortly after. One 
question asked candidates: “Explain briefly your idea of the mean- 
ing of five of the following terms: Standardization, unit cost, effi- 
ciency, time and motion study, layout, production control, cost 
accounting.””5 

However, the commission’s keenness to use the “inquisitorial 
power” that had been vested in the organization branch soon 
waned. The branch did, in fact, give memoranda to the govern- 
ment that outlined “the more obvious possibilities of reducing the 
cost of civil administration at Ottawa”: through the reorganization 
of branches within and among departments, amalgamation of 
whole departments, centralization of services to line departments, 
and consolidation of government offices.”° But it became apparent 
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that detailed investigations along these lines would inflame rela- 
tions with the deputies, and the commissioners shortly refused to 
exercise their legal authority unless invited to make an investiga- 
tion by a line department or expressly directed to make one by cab- 
inet. Few invitations came, and no such directions were ever 
issued"? 
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With the benefit of hindsight we can easily see the mistake that 
precipitated the battle between the deputies and the commission 
between 1918 and 1923. The system that had been installed in the 
Canadian service was designed for a different kind of govern- 
ment: most notably, one in which senior line officials were parti- 
sans and very often corrupt too. The Canadian deputies were not 
politicized in the same way as were their Chicagoan counter- 
parts, and they were generally not corrupt. The Canadian system, 
unlike the Chicago system, did not need to be made “burglar 
proof.” 

Why was this important difference not noted in the 1918-23 
debate? And why were the efficiency experts - whether those 
within Arthur Young and Company or those within the commis- 
sion’s new organization branch — so obstinate in their refusal to 
accommodate senior officials who complained about the burdens 
imposed by the new system? The answer to these questions may 
be found by examining the rhetorical strategy, which reformers in 
Chicago had invented and which had been brought to Canada by 
the expert community in 1918. After all, the experts themselves 
were hardly quiet in the years 1918-23. As senior officials, lower- 
level employees and members of Parliament made their com- 
plaints against the new system, the experts attempted their own 
rebuttal, and in this rebuttal we can see the three themes that had 
first emerged as part of the rhetorical strategy invented by reform- 
ers in Chicago. 


62 


THE REFORMERS’ RHETORIC: ITS EFFECTS 


THE ATTACK ON MOTIVES 


The argument that any discretion left to line officials would be 
used for patronage purposes was asserted repeatedly in 1918-23. 
Hodgetts et al. have observed that “[o]ne of the dominating 
features [of the commission’s activities in these years] was the 
tendency to picture the patronage temptation as an almost 
overwhelming urge which sooner or later took possession of most 
people in any position to dispense it.” Griffenhagen himself 
seemed to suggest that the commission itself was the only bulwark 
against the “strongly entrenched spoils system” that had previ- 
ously dominated the Canadian civil service: “Although many com- 


_mittees and individuals have investigated, reported, criticized, and 


generalized regarding conditions in the Civil Service of Canada ... 
it remained to the Commission to settle down to the exacting, 
tedious, and thankless task of providing the foundations upon 


. which actual improvements could be based.” The notion that an 


“absolutely fair and just” administration was one that strictly lim- 
ited managerial interference in personnel decisions quickly became 
pervasive. A pamphlet, which the commission distributed to - 
employees in 1921, proclaimed: “Patronage is dead. Favouritism is 
as nearly eliminated as human nature and the inexorable process 
of Departmental procedure will allow. Today, entrance to the Civil 
Service is by way of competition, and is ruthlessly just.”?1 Of 
course, this must have been galling to the deputy heads, then com- 
plaining about the inexorable process of commission procedure. 


THE APPEAL TO SCIENCE 


` Griffenhagen’s report on the Canadian civil service was presented 


in the style and vocabulary of “scientific” work. He prefaced his 
recommendations with “a theoretical analysis of the personnel 
problem, as it exists in any large organization.” He explained: 


The development of the science of management in the last ten years 
has done much for clear thinking on administrative problems by 
standardizing terminology and clarifying concepts. Perhaps we may 
be pardoned if we introduce this discussion of the Civil Service 
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employment problem with a brief statement of the distinctions that 
have come to be generally recognized. ... The term “management” is 
taken to mean the process of directing and utilizing human skill and 
effort to secure a desired result. The desired result naturally depends 
upon the nature of the enterprise. In the case of the Government of 
Canada, it is to administer the laws of the land in the interests of the 
people. We may assume that the ideal of the management is the 
attainment of the maximum efficiency and economy in this process, 
and we will endeavour in this analysis to set forth specifically … 
those practical requirements that must be met if this ideal of adminis- 
tration is to be achieved. 


The recommended reforms themselves were then presented as 
strict imperatives, which were shown to be derived from “well- 
established principles” of personnel management. Recommenda- 
tions about methods of appointment were said to be essential for 
“scientific selection of employees”; recommendations for dismissal 
were deduced from the “theory of removals”; the recommenda- 
tions regarding superannuation were commended as part of a “sci- 
entific retirement plan.”?” 

One of the major entailments of the appeal to science was the 
notion that all the jurisdictions undergoing reform were of the 
same class: this had to be true if there were to be general “scientific 
principles” governing reform. And Griffenhagen did, indeed, 
make this assertion: 


The history of civil service reform has been about the same in all coun- 
tries. There have been the same deplorable conditions resulting from 
the patronage system to spur on the advocates of better government, 
the same active opposition by the beneficiaries of spoils methods, the 
same right-thinking public opinion effective when aroused but hard 
to arouse, and the same succession of victories and defeats.” 


Griffenhagen made the same argument a year later in a report to 
the U.S. Congress and this time explicitly classed the Chicagoan 
and Canadian experiences together: 

[There has recently] been an important series of classifications begin- 


ning with that in the city of Chicago and including those of the State 
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of Illinois, the State of New Jersey, the city of New York, the State of 
New York, ... and most recently, of the entire civil service of the 
Dominion of Canada. ... {In these classifications and salary standard- 
izations many of the same problems had been encountered. ... 
[These undertakings [have] resulted in the discovery of certain prin- 
ciples, and the development of certain policies, that are almost uni- 
versally applicable.” 


Similarly, the Canadian Civil Service Commission argued in its 
annual report that ”[i]n one form or another the same evils are met 
with in all services. They are not novel nor peculiar to any jurisdic- 
tion, and the methods for correcting them have been developed by 
long experience ... into a definite science.”?° 

A second entailment of the appeal to science was the notion that 
civil service administration was a subject that could only be prop- 
erly managed by a person or agency well-trained in appropriate 


. theory. This, too, was a common theme in Griffenhagen’s work: 


audiences were reminded that reform was a “highly specialized 
line of work” — an “intricate and technical” subject that required 
the attention of “specialists of proved fitness in the field.”2% 
Griffenhagen had warned the Canadian government that the clas- 
sification of the New York City service had been badly flawed and 
delayed for four years because of the “lack of expertness of person- 
nel” assigned to the job — a claim the Borden government used in 
Parliament to defend its hiring of Griffenhagen.* (This was prob- 
ably not a fair characterization of the situation in New York City. 
Its commission had completed the classification in about a year, 
but political opposition held up implementation for three years. 
Nevertheless, Griffenhagen liked this argument, using it not only 
in Ottawa but also in Washington a year later. *#) 


THE APPEAL TO CONSENSUS 


Griffenhagen and the commission staff also sought to validate their 
expertise by demonstrating their personal affiliation with the 
broader expert community and the consistency of their advice with 
the “accepted wisdom” of the expert community. The commission 
sought to defend Griffenhagen and his staff by showing that the 

had “high professional standing in the employment field”; 
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Griffenhagen, in turn, praised Foran as a man “thoroughly conver- 
sant with the best modern practice in Civil Service administra- 
tion. 240 

The experts also sought to demonstrate the value of the reforms 
themselves through reference to the broader expert community. In 
June 1919, for example, Griffenhagen argued: 


It may be thought by some that the work being undertaken by the 
Canadian Civil Service Commission ... [is] in the nature of experi- 
ments and out of line with the dictates of experience. This is not so. ... 
Canada is working along lines that have been found to be the most 
effective, practical, and representative of the best thought of civil ser- 
vice specialists the world over. ... [T]he measures now under consid- 
eration by the Civil Service Commission of Canada will, if adopted, 
‘place the Dominion in the vanguard of progressive states with 
respect to that part of the administration of public business which 
relates to the civil service.*"! 


Some time later, Griffenhagen made a similar defence of the broad 
powers now enjoyed by the Civil Service Commission. “All pro- 
gressive countries” had such commissions, Griffenhagen wrote. 
Furthermore, 


[i]t has been the conclusion of those of my colleagues who have had 
the closest contact with the public service that without ... a strong 
and competent civil service commission it is inconceivable that those 
conditions of democracy, fairness, and opportunity, so essential to an 
efficient public service, can be expected.2# 


There were also more indirect references to the fact that the 
reforms Griffenhagen put forward had the imprimatur of “civil 
service specialists.” Griffenhagen assured his audiences that his 
“Chicago system” had been “accepted as fundamentally right in a 
large number of jurisdictions”* and the commission itself argued 
that the “investigatorial function,” which it proposed to give to its 
organization branch, “has become generally considered as one of 
prime importance. The trend of legislation is to recognize ... the 
advantage of setting up ... a staff to study the service.” 
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EFFECTS OF THE RHETORICAL STRATEGY 


Griffenhagen and his staff not only brought a system of personnel 
administration — the “Chicago Plan” — to Canada, they also 
brought a way of talking and arguing about personnel administra- 
tion that shaped the character of debate about civil service reform 
in the years following 1918. The modes of argument, which I have 
characterized as the Chicago reformers’ “rhetorical strategy,” were 
not entirely alien to Canada; if this were the case, the arguments 
would have been entirely ineffective. Canada, too, was captured by 
the possibilities of progress through “science,” although perhaps 
not quite to the extent of its neighbour to the south. There was also 
a puritanical streak to the rhetoric of some Canadian reformers — 
particularly those activists whose campaigning for civil service 
reform was combined with campaigning for temperance — just as 
there was a heavy dose of moralizing in the language of early Chi- 


. cagoan reformers.“ However, we should not put too much 


emphasis on the similarities between Canadian and Chicagoan 
reform rhetoric because they are exceeded in magnitude by the dif- 
ferences. It was not common, before 1918, for Canadian reformers 
to dwell on the iniquities of line officials or to appeal so heavily to 
the authority of science and the fact of consensus within an expert 
community; all of these themes gained prominence after 1918 
because they were central to the experts’ way of defending their 
reforms. In contemporary terms, we would say that the experts not 
only put forward a reform but defined the terms in which the 
debate over that reform would be conducted. Unfortunately, the 
rhetorical strategy, which had been invented by the Chicago 
reformers to defend the Chicago Plan and which had been 
exported to Canada, had three disagreeable effects on the character 
of the debate over the 1918-19 reforms. 

The first was to blind most participants in the debate to the paro- 
chial character of the Chicago Plan. In fact, nobody in Canada 
referred to the new system by that name. Instead, they knew it 
only as a system whose design was dictated by “science” or recom- 
mended by “specialists the world over.” The rhetorical strategy 
invented by the Chicago reformers had the effect of transforming 
the idiosyncratic aspects of the Chicago Plan into “generally 
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accepted principles.” In other words, the experts erased the plan's 
history, and, as a consequence, it would have been very difficult for 
a Canadian audience to recognize or argue that the specific circum- 
stances that had influenced the plan did not also hold in Canada. 
No one, in fact, appears to have made such an argument during 
the 1918-23 debate. 

A second effect of the strategy was to deafen experts to the depu- 
ties’ complaints against the system. The worldview induced by the 
rhetorical strategy that had been imported into Canada was to 
some degree “self-sealing”: one could take the complaints them- 
selves as evidence that the commission was doing what it ought to 
do. The deputies’ complaints about the inadequacy of the classifi- 
cation within their individual departments were taken as evidence 
that the commission was doing a good job of “fulfilling its duty as 
expressed in the law, namely, that of providing a uniform standard 
classification as between departments.”#$ Similarly, one could dis- 
count complaints against the commission’s ruthlessness because, 
after all, one would have anticipated complaints when controls 
were placed on corrupt line officials. As the Canadian commission 
explained in 1920, “it was scarcely to be expected that changes 
which took from departmental heads, as well as from politicians, 
many of their old-time powers and privileges, and placed them in 
the hands of the Commission would be invariably accepted with- 
out protest or demur. ...”*” In fact, an expert had to be careful not 
to be taken in by any complaint, no matter how worthy it might at 
first seem, as a colleague of Griffenhagen’s later explained: 


The most vigorous and upright administrators will make common 
cause with the weakest and most corrupt in denouncing any central- 
ized control ... because, forsooth, who can know so well as the 
administrator in charge the capabilities of the employees under his - 
direction. To one who does know the service, that sounds convinc- 
ing, but ... it generally develops that the upper politically selected 
administrative officers do not know the duties of the employees 
under their direction.“ 


A third effect of the strategy was to eliminate almost entirely the 


possibility of compromise with the deputies. An expert could not 
cede authority to officials if they were not also “specialists” in 


68 


creer me 


THE REFORMERS’ RHETORIC: ITS EFFECTS 


reform or if one did not believe them likely to exercise discretion 
properly. Nor could an expert make concessions to suit local condi- 
tions if it had already been asserted that all cases were, in all fun- 
damental respects, alike, and that there were general principles 
about civil service administration that covered all such cases. Simi- 
larly, an expert could not make concessions on the design of a 
reform if those changes would result in a significant deviation 
from what the expert community had already endorsed or, to put it 
more concretely, if it deviated substantially from the model law. 
The rhetorical strategy that had been employed by Griffenhagen 
and his staff and the staff of the organization branch constrained 
them to take a very firm line: if they were to seem sincere in their 
assertion of these three themes, they were also obliged to take the 
position that no one should be allowed to lay “unholy hands” on 
the Civil Service Act. It is conspicuous that the only changes the 
commission did accept were not modifications of the design of the 


. act, but rather straight exemptions of certain classes from the cov- 


erage of the act, which the commission construed not as compro- 
mises but rather as a delimitation of its jurisdiction to the “really 
important” part of the public service.*” 


WHY DID THE EXPERTS PERSIST WITH THIS STRATEGY? 


There are at least two reasons why the experts working on civil ser- 
vice reform would have persisted in using this rhetorical strategy 
even when the inflexible position it demanded seemed likely to get 
the commission in trouble or even to jeopardize the Civil Service 
Act itself. The first is that this rhetorical strategy was a means by 
which the experts could defend themselves against attacks on their 
standing in debates over civil service reform. By 1920 the experts 
working on the Canadian reforms had caught themselves in a 
vicious circle. As controversy over the reforms became more 
intense, direct challenges to the competence of Griffenhagen and 
his staff became common. “What firm in Chicago,” a member of 
Parliament asked in June 1919, “would know about the working 
out of the Civil Service system of Canada?’*° Another asked 
“whether a commission of experts composed of our own officials 
would not have done the work better than this important commis- 
sion.”**! In the Ottawa Journal, a disgruntled public servant wrote: 
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As to the so-called experts: It would be interesting to know who they 
are and what qualifications they possess for the work. What experi- 
ence have they had in this work? Some of them, at least, confessed 
that this was their first job of this kind. They may be efficiency 
experts in the conduct of a factory or commercial house, but the Book 
of Classification bears abundant evidence that they wholly fail to dis- 
tinguish the difference between these institutions and a Civil Service. 
The best that can be said of labors, which cost the country upwards 
of half a million dollars, is that it is an effort to accomplish a difficult 
task, for the performance of which they were not well qualified, on 
account of their lack of knowledge of the organization and operation 
of the Civil Service of Canada, and their false assumption that it can 
be cast in the mold of a commercial institution, 


Indeed, it shortly became the fashion in Ottawa to refer, not merely 
to the experts who had designed the reforms, but to the “so-called 
experts” or the “supposed experts.” Even Alexander Maclean, 
minister responsible for the reform legislation in the House of 
Commons in 1919, succumbed to the unfortunate habit of referring 
to Griffenhagen and his staff as the “so-called efficiency experts.” 
“’So-called’ is the proper word to use!” shouted Sir Sam Hughes, 
and the House burst with laughter.” , 

At a time when opposition to the new system seemed strong 
enough to pose a threat to its survival, these challenges to the com- 
petence of the experts who had installed it were crucially impor- 
tant. Yet there was no way the experts could substantiate their 
claim to expertise by appeal to the sorts of reasons traditionally 
used to substantiate a claim to expertise. In 1912, Sir George Mur- 
ray had had no difficulty in establishing himself as an “executive 
expert”; he could fall back on his long experience in the British 
government and his close association with British high society, an 
important consideration if one of the objectives of reform was to 
show fidelity to the “mother country.” At the start of his investiga- 
tion, the Ottawa Journal had made a lavish introduction on its front 
page: 

Rt. Hon. Sir George Murray, G.E.B., of London, Eng., well known in 


financial circles, and an executive expert, who was invited to Canada 
by Rt. Hon. R.L. Borden, to inquire into Canadian civil service 
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methods, with a view to reform, is in town, and registered at the 
Chateau Laurier. Sir George is a son of the late Rev. G.E. Murray, rec- 
tor of Southfleet, Kent. He was educated at Harrow, Christ Church, 
Oxford, and entered foreign office in 1873. He was transferred to 
treasury in 1880, appointed private secretary to Rt. Hon. W.E. Glad- 
stone, and Earl of Rosebery, when they were prime minister, chair- 
man Board of Inland Revenue 1897-99, and secretary to the post 
office 1899-1903. 


As regards civil service and financial matters, he is well versed. Last 
year his services were placed at the disposal of the South African 
government in regard to the financial relations of provinces to the 
new union. ... This is his first visit here, and his mission will likely 
involve a period of about eight weeks, during which time he will 
make a thorough investigation of all departments of the Canadian 
civil service, and it is expected that at its conclusion some important 
changes will be recommended. 2% 


Obviously, none of the Chicago reformers could put on a show 
like this. What, indeed, did Griffenhagen (a thirty-two-year-old 
civil engineer) or Jacobs (another young engineer) or Telford (a 
former high school teacher) or Catherwood (a patent lawyer) know 
about the Canadian or British services? And what experience had 
they in practical administration, except their two years’ experience 
in reforming the Illinois services? The only way in which these 
experts could maintain a claim to authority was by attacking the 
credibility of their critics or by appealing to the idea of a “science” 
of civil service administration or by appealing to the fact of an 
expert consensus on the advice they offered. But with the repeated 
assertion of these claims the possibility of compromise grew even 
smaller. 

Experts within the organization branch, whose own competence 
in making personnel decisions was aggressively challenged by the 
deputy ministers, faced a similar predicament. How could a young 
staff member within the organization branch presume to control 
the staff of a deputy head who had been in the service for twenty 
years? It seemed it was only by asserting — as the commission did 
assert — that “the selection of employees nowadays has become an 
approved and established science with definite rules and laws.” 
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But once one had asserted that there were “definite rules and laws” 
and specified what those rules and laws were, one could not bend 
them without undermining the claim that there was a science and 
Consequenty one’s own claim to authority over personnel deci- 
sions. 

There is a second reason why the experts might have persisted in 
making these arguments. The political community within Canada 
- the cabinet ministers, members of Parliament, deputy ministers 
and other public servants who complained about the new act — 
was not the only, and perhaps not even the most important, audi- 
ence for these experts. A second audience consisted of American 
reformers within the National Assembly of Civil Service Commis- 
sions, the National Municipal League and the National Civil Ser- 
vice Reform League — an audience that was fighting a very 
different struggle and one that would have been highly dismayed 
if Griffenhagen and Jacobs and their staffs had deviated from what 
had been established, after considerable argument, as “good prac- 
tice” in civil service administration. The assembly had made its 
attitude towards such deviations clear in the preface to Cather- 
wood’s model law: “The weak spots in civil service administration 
- have usually been produced by unfortunate concessions which are 
violations of the underlying principles [of civil service administra- 
tion]. ... We feel, therefore, that ... there should be no substantial 
departure from the provisions herein set forth.”27 

There is no doubt, furthermore, that American reformers were 
watching the reform of the Canadian civil service closely. After 
receiving the contract from the Canadian Civil Service Commis- 
sion, Griffenhagen was appointed to the National Municipal 
League’s committee on civil service and efficiency.” In December 
1918, a delegation of municipal reformers from Baltimore visited 
Ottawa to inspect Griffenhagen’s work.” In April 1919, Cather- 
wood arranged for Griffenhagen to give an address to the annual 
meeting of the National Civil Service Reform League on the 
progress of reform in Canada. (Catherwood also served as the 
chief delegate for the Chicago and Illinois civil service reform asso- 
ciations at the same meeting.) Another large delegation of reform- 
ers and aldermen from Chicago visited Ottawa in October 1919, 
just as Griffenhagen’s reforms were receiving final consideration 
by Parliament.#1 
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The U.S. reform community was one fighting a large number of 
battles, which were at least roughly comparable to the battle being 
fought in Chicago. For four years they had argued about the con- 
tent of a model law and had finally agreed upon a law, and further- 
more they had stipulated that there should be no deviation from it. 
The Canadian reform was the first major reform undertaken since 
their adoption of the law. For U.S. reformers it would serve as a 
valuable precedent in their own local struggles. The executive 
council of the National Civil Service Reform League had quickly 
seized on the Canadian reforms for this purpose, arguing in its 
report for 1919 that Canada had adopted a civil service law “which 
is far superior in many respects to that of the United States.” 
Another senior officer of the league observed after Griffenhagen’s 
1919 talk that “[w]hat Mr. Griffenhagen said as to the reclassifica- 
tion of the civil service in Canada ... is what will have to be done in 
the United States if any substantial good is to be accomplished.””® 
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In 1918-19, the shape of the Canadian civil service changed dra- 
matically and so did the terms in which Canadians thought and 
argued about problems of civil service administration. In this 
study I have attempted to show that this dramatic change cannot 
simply be the result of the interplay of purely domestic social 
forces, as many recent commentators have been inclined to believe. 
On the other hand, it is unsatisfactory to lay the fault only ona sol- 
itary, incompetent consultant, as early commentators were inclined 
to do — a sort of managerial equivalent of the “lone gunman” the- 
ory. The story is more complicated than that. 

The Canadian civil service reforms must be understood in a 
much larger context, as one of dozens of battles over civil service 
reform that were being fought in municipal and state governments 
across the United States. The newly established community of civil 
service reformers was one whose claim to authority over questions 
of civil service administration was only tenuously established. 
Consequently, this community was preoccupied with the task of 
inventing and disseminating arguments — a rhetorical strategy — 
that would be effective in persuading a wavering public to support 
its reform initiatives. The Canadian case became important to this 
community precisely because of its utility in accomplishing this 
task. The Canadian commission was invited to join the assembly 
because of the rhetorical importance of Canadian practice. The 
reforms of 1918-19 were used by the assembly for rhetorical pur- 
poses, and the status of the Canadian commission within the 
assembly was intimately tied to the fact it had put itself “in the 
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vanguard,” as Griffenhagen put it% in the assembly’s battle for 
civil service reform. 

Chicago reformers, led by Robert Catherwood, played an impor- 
tant part in shaping the rhetorical strategy that would be used by 
members of the civil service assembly, and it is consequently not 
surprising that the strategy should reflect the particular character 
of the battle over reform in Chicago. The main themes embodied in 
the strategy — the emphasis on the corruption and incompetence of 
the opponents of reform, the appeal to science, the demand for 
conformity to a model law based on Catherwood’s “efficiency 
plan” — all have roots in the Chicago reform experience. These 
same themes would soon be echoed in many other jurisdictions, 
including Canada. 

‘Two of the unfortunate weaknesses of this rhetorical strategy 
were its inability to recognize that battles for reform in different 
jurisdictions might differ in important respects and its inability to 
permit compromise or adaptation to local circumstances. In hind- 
sight, we can see that the battle over reform in Ottawa between 
1918-23 was one largely precipitated because of the experts’ inabil- 
ity to acknowledge or accommodate the unique circumstances of 
the Canadian case. The result was that the Canadian government 
retained a system of civil service administration that was, as dep- 
uty ministers said at the time, unnecessarily cumbersome. The sys- 
tem of civil service administration established in Ottawa in 1918- 
19 was a product of turn-of-the-century Chicago politics. It was 
intended to be an antidote to the chaos and corruption of Chicago’s 
municipal government. In the Canadian federal government, 
which was neither anarchic nor systemically corrupt, the Chicago 
Plan was unwieldy and unnecessary. 


WHAT CAN WE LEARN FROM THE EXPERIENCE OF 1918-23? 


The year 1918 seems like a very long time ago, and we may won- 
der whether there is much of anything to be learned from the expe- 
rience of the reforms begun in that year. 

As a preface, it is important to remember that, even though the 
battle with Edwin Griffenhagen might have long since ended, the 
chief product of the reform exercise — the civil service system itself 
-lasted in Canada decades afterwards. Parts of the Griffenhagen 
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system remain with us today. It is interesting to speculate, for 
example, what the Canadian civil service system might have 
looked like today if a different model - perhaps more like the 
decentralized system employed by the British civil service — had 
been adopted in 1918-19. 

Griffenhagen’s legacy consisted of more than a set of rules about 
roles and responsibilities in the area of personnel management. It 
also consisted of a way of thinking and arguing about personnel 
management and of justifying the system put in place in 1918-19. 
The bundle of arguments imported by Griffenhagen was adopted 
by the Civil Service Commission, and then by other defenders of 
the new system, and continued in use long after Griffenhagen him- 
self had been forgotten. Key assumptions that might at first have 
seemed highly contentious, such as those about the condition of 
the public service before the 1918-19 reforms or about the trust- 
worthiness of line managers in making personnel decisions, were 
gradually taken to be axiomatic. Edwin Griffenhagen helped to 
change the way we talked about the civil service. In this sense, the 
effects of the 1918-19 reforms could be seen in the 1991 debate 
over the Public Service Reform Act, which I discussed in the first 
chapter. 

One of the important purposes served by a closer review of the 
1918-19 reforms is to remind us that many of these axioms are at 
least contestable and perhaps even flat wrong. “We all know the 
history of the public service,” said one critic during the 1991 
debates. Do we really? It is arguable that some of the things we 
think we know from historical experience are not, in fact, the prod- 
ucts of our history at all, but rather that of the City of Chicago. This 
is not to say that concerns about reforms such as those embodied in 
the 1991 Public Service Reform Act are unjustified. Rather, it is 
only to suggest that those concerns may have to be justified on 
grounds other than an appeal to history. 

The experience of 1918-23 also provides us with a cautionary les- 
son about our attempts to model public service reforms on those of 
other countries. Of course, it would be foolish to suggest that we 
should ignore the experience of other public services or overlook 
innovative practices that may well produce benefits at home. On 
the other hand, it is important to remember that public services are 
not interchangeable: each is shaped by distinctive political and 
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social conditions and is the product of a unique series of historical 
events. We would be well advised, when looking over our borders 
for models for reform, to question whether those models were 
designed to accommodate circumstances very different from our 
own. Canadian officials did not do this in 1918, either because of 
the pressure to complete reforms quickly or because they were flat- 
tered to imagine themselves as the leaders of a continent-wide 
movement for public service reform. It is not difficult to imagine 
that we might be tempted to make a similar mistake today. 

There is also a related lesson to be learned about the relationship 
between governmental decision makers and people like Edwin 
Griffenhagen who claim to be experts in one field or another. When 
I say that people sometimes claim to be experts I do mean to imply 
that the claim of expertise they put forward is necessarily untena- 
ble. (In Edwin Griffenhagen’s case, however, we might well have 
cause to wonder about its reasonableness.) What I mean to imply is 


. only that an individual’s expertise is never self-evident. A claim of . 


expertise must somehow be put forward and substantiated. Often 
this claim must be made to audiences who are, at the start, scepti- 
cal about the individual’s expertise. A substantial amount of effort 
may then be invested in the project of demonstrating one’s own 
qualifications. 

None of this is news to individuals in the consulting business 
who know that their advice is often coolly received. One practitio- 
ner observes that clients often regard management consultants 
with “mistrust and suspicion,” while another says that clients 
often regard consultants as “scrounging and interfering charla- 
tans” who exaggerate their own competence and prey on the inse- 
curities of their clientele 2% This credibility problem is sometimes 
so severe, a third author argues, that the consultant’s major chal- 
lenge is often to “convince the client —- without appearing to do so — 
that you are loyal, trustworthy, and responsible, [and] good at 
what you do. Here, you are working against long-established 
prejudices against consultants in general.” 

Experts spend a substantial amount of time inventing techniques 
to respond to these “long-established prejudices.” They develop 
arguments about their competence and trustworthiness and about 
the reasonableness of their advice. They also develop ways of 
working that reinforce those arguments; that is, they try to act in 
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such a way as to convince you of their expertise. Experts rarely 
do this independently. More often, members of an expert commu- 
nity ~ a group of individuals claiming to specialize in the same 
field — collaborate in the development of persuasive arguments 
and ways of working. The process of developing these arguments 
and routines is one of bricolage in which ideas already current in 
popular culture are adopted and shaped to suit the expert commu- 
nity. To take a prosaic example; the appeal to consensus within an 
expert community — a very common way of establishing the rea- 
sonableness of an individual expert's advice” — plays on the com- 
mon-sense notion that a proposition widely agreed upon is less 
likely to be egregiously wrong. Similarly, another popular method 
of justifying advice — the appeal to “academic theory and scientific 
advice’* — would not work in a society that did not already think 
highly of the sciences and scientific knowledge. 

Experts who rely on arguments such as these to establish their 
expertise are also bound by them. This is an important point that is 
not always appreciated by academics who study the professions. 
While many academics recognize that expert communities are 
heavily engaged in the task of justifying their authority, there is a 
common tendency to regard the arguments and routines devel- 
oped for this purpose as mere façades behind which the experts are 
free to do what they want. In practice, however, this is anything 
but the case. Experts cannot say one thing and do another. They 
must act in a way consistent with the arguments put forward to 
justify their claims to expertise. If an expert insists that there is con- 
sensus within an expert community about the right solution to a 
problem or says that there is a body of scientific knowledge about a 
certain problem, then the expert cannot deviate from that consen- 
sus or that body of scientific knowledge in a particular case. The 
inconsistency is bound to be noticed. Denigration of local knowl- 
edge and downplaying of the peculiarities of a specific case are 
unintended but necessary consequences of the expert community’s 
attempt to establish its authority. 

If the specific case does not deviate much from the average case, 
then the expert’s predicament is not likely to generate much of a 
problem. If the specific case is distinctive, however, the expert’s 
predicament might become highly problematic. This is probably 
what happened in 1918-23. If circumstances in Ottawa had been 
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more like those in Chicago, then it might not have mattered as 
much that Edwin Griffenhagen insisted on installing a system like 
that recommended by the Assembly of Civil Service Commissions. 
Of course, circumstances in Ottawa were very different from those 
in Chicago, and the tendency to deny the significance of local pecu- 
liarities and to attack the bona fides of individuals who held local 
knowledge did substantial harm. We might imagine that similar 
harm might be done to clients of other expert communities that 
seek to justify their claim to expertise in similar ways. (There are, of 
course, other reasons why experts might provide clients with bad 
advice. Some experts, particularly in weakly institutionalized 
fields, are simply incompetent. Furthermore, advice-giving is often 
a business, and it might simply be uneconomical for experts to do 
the extra work necessary for general advice to be tailored to suit an 
unusual case.) 

What lessons then should the consumers of expert advice take 
from the experience of 1918-23? One lesson might be to under- . 
stand the preoccupations of the expert community and the charac- 
ter of the problems they typically address and then to consider 
whether one’s own circumstances differ markedly from those typi- 
cally encountered by members of that expert community. Another 
lesson is to appreciate how expert communities and their individ- 
ual members attempt to rationalize their authority and to antici- 
pate how the strategies used for that purpose might constrain the 
sorts of advice that can be provided in particular cases. 

A common injunction to the consumers of expert advice is this: 
Get a second opinion. The injunction seems sensible, but it has an 
important limitation. The second expert may be a member of the 
same expert community as the first expert and may consequently 
be constrained by the same rhetorical problems. The public ser- 
vants who believed in July 1919 that their own expert, Louis 
Jacobs, would serve as an effective check on Edwin Griffenhagen 
were quite mistaken.” The best that Jacobs — a young consultant 
who travelled in the same circles and relied on the same rhetorical 
strategies as Griffenhagen — could do was to confirm that Griffen- 
hagen was correctly reporting the conventional wisdom within the 
Assembly of Civil Service Commissions. The more important ques- 
tion — whether the conventional wisdom suited the Canadian case 
~ went unanswered. 
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EPILOGUE 


Griffenhagen’s career enjoyed a substantial boost after his visit to 
Canada. He had not had a single contract of importance with any 
government before the Canadian Civil Service Commission hired 
him in March 1918. By the time he left Ottawa, however, Griffen- 
hagen had been commissioned to reform civil services for the cities 
of Baltimore, Montreal and Philadelphia and for the state govern- 
ments of Georgia, Kentucky, Maryland and South Carolina?! In 
the spring of 1919, the U.S. government selected Griffenhagen as 
chief counsellor to a commission Congress had established to clas- 
sify the executive departments of the federal government. The U.S. 
classification, completed by Griffenhagen in 1920, was in fact very 
much like the one completed in Canada a year earlier. The revised 
classification plan released in Canada in the fall of 1919 had 1,729 
classifications; the U.S. plan had 1,762. Griffenhagen boasted that 
the Reclassification Act adopted by Congress in 1923 “closely fol- 
lowed” his own draft.2” 

The debate among Canadian academics and public officials 
about the virtues of the 1918-19 reforms continued for years after 
the installation of the reforms themselves, but so, too, did the influ- 
ence of the Chicago reformers. In 1929, for example, the political 
scientist R. MacGregor Dawson made a severe attack on the 
reforms in his book, The Civil Service of Canada, and criticized the 
Borden ministry for mishandling the reforms. Borden, then in 
retirement, was stung by the criticisms. Privately, he complained of 
Dawson's “pontifical tone in enunciating opinions upon questions 
of which he has the merest smattering of knowledge.’””” In 1931, 
Borden published a defence of the reforms. “The Civil Service Act 
of 1918 was a tremendous step in advance,” he wrote, “a very com- 
petent judge who for many years was President of the National 
Civil Service Reform League of the United States has described it 
as the most advanced measure of civil service reform that any 
country has adopted.”?”4 

For some observers these words from the former prime minister 
may have seemed to settle matters. But few would have known 
that the “very competent judge” upon whom Borden relied was 
Robert Catherwood, now also retired, who in 1930 had taken up 
correspondence with Borden. On Christmas Day 1930, Cather- 
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wood wrote to Borden to compliment him on his recently pub- 
lished Oxford lectures: 


I feel that these two books are a truly great contribution to the study 
of Canadian history. Yet in my humble opinion they are transcended 
in importance by the Canada Civil Service Act. ... Canada was the 
first among nations to declare that it is merit tenure (in respect to clas- 
sification, pay, promotions, career, etc. as well as selection) upon 
which efficency depends. We are copying the idea in the States, but... - 
have not as yet improved upon the Canadian expression of the prin- 


Some time later, Catherwood wrote again to Borden: 


Now in Canada you have a fine civil service law. I know Dr. Adam 
Short [sic], C.M.G., the Hon. Dr. Roche, Col. La Rochelle [sic] K.C., 
and Mr. Jamieson [sic] (deceased) ... and as delightful gentlemen and 
pleasant companions, they rank with the non-entities on the Wash- 
ington Commission. ... Eminent in other directions but of no use on 
administrative matters. I should say that none of them was quite up 
to the Act of 1918. Would the Bell Telephone Co. and the Sun Life 
Assurance Co. engage any of them to select its personnel Cre 


In March 1931, Catherwood wrote to Borden asking if he would 
accept the position of vice-president of the National Civil Service 
Reform League, adding that “[t]he Canada civil service act of 1918, 
passed under your government, was undoubtedly a very great 
achievement and it is well known that, but for your determined 
and skillful support both in Parliament and before the country, the 
bill would not have become law.” Borden, still bitter about Daw- 
son’s attack, replied, “I am delighted to accept ... [and] please 
accept my very warm appreciation of your very kird vonds with 
respect to my part in civil service reform in Canada.” 
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